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PRAISE FOR The Rebel Wife


“The suspense is exquisitely honed . . . pulled back just in time to make for a wonderfully chilling—yet overheated—read.”


—Booklist


“A post-apocalyptic page-turner . . . more Edgar Allan Poe than Mary Boykin Chestnut. . . . The Rebel Wife is exploring an acutely terrifying time. . . . As Scarlett O’Hara was Margaret Mitchell’s jazz-age reconstruction of the Southern Belle, Augusta Branson is Polites’s twenty-first-century reimagining of a postwar heroine.”


—The Oxford American


“Taylor Polites’s extraordinary novel has all the qualities of a Southern Gothic but is so very much more. This brilliant new writer has taken an age-old genre and turned it on its head. . . . A nail-biting tour de force. . . . This is a book that exposes ancient myths and will endure and be talked about for years to come.”


—Kaylie Jones, author of Lies My Mother Never Told Me


“Hums with suspense. . . . Great discussion for the book clubs!”


—Kathleen Grissom, author of The Kitchen House


“This is a wonderful first novel—passionate and brave. It removes the skin of an era, and questions so many of the tropes that hover around nineteenth century Southern American literature. It was Faulkner who, in the twentieth century, talked about the voice of fiction being inexhaustible. Taylor Polites has extended our narrative reach into yet another time.”


—Colum McCann, author of Let the Great World Spin


“Shatters the myths that still cling to the antebellum South and creates an unforgettable heroine.”


—Mobile Register


“Vivid and beautiful . . . action-packed . . . An ambitious novel, one that hinges on research, insight, and decency.”


—The Virginian-Pilot


“The best historical novel is the one we forget is a historical novel. . . . The Rebel Wife [is] an expertly packaged history lesson about the massive social and economic upheaval that was Reconstruction, where fortunes changed hands, the word ‘freedom’ lost its meaning, and Yankees weren’t the only enemies of ‘the sons and daughters of the defeated South.’ . . . Splendidly researched . . . The Rebel Wife offers a valuable new perspective.”


—The Atlanta Journal-Constitution


“The Rebel Wife bears comparison with Flannery O’Connor’s and William Faulkner’s prose, with the exception that Polites cherishes few illusions about Lost Causes. This stunning debut novel looks without flinching at one of the enduring shames of our American history, in prose that will linger long after you close its pages.”


—David Poyer, author of That Anvil of Our Souls and The Towers


“Peeling back layers of deceit and myth combined, Taylor Polites takes us into an era we barely understand. The flawed human heart that finally comes to understand ‘the truth’ is at the heart of this enduring, suspenseful novel.”


—Patti Callahan Henry, author of Coming Up for Air


“Richly detailed. . . . Nimble, engrossing . . . builds to a vivid climax.”


—Publishers Weekly


“Vivid . . . intriguing . . . Polites’s debut is a historically accurate and compelling depiction of the postwar South, in all its divisiveness and discord.”


—BookPage
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To Kaylie Jones, mentor and friend





One


I KNOW THAT ELI is dying.


Rachel said the rattlesnakes were a bad sign, but that doesn’t signify. The Negroes give so much credence to conjuring and signs. But there is something about Eli. He looks so much like Pa before he died. Eli trembles in his bed like Pa did. He has the same fever in his eyes. Losing Pa was terrible, but I don’t feel that with Eli. He is not a bad husband, but it will not be like when Pa died.


When Eli came home on horseback, the heat had covered him in sweat. The humidity hung in the air like wet sheets shimmering in the sunlight. Simon had uncovered a nest of snakes beside the carriage house by the apple trees. Rachel and Emma were wild with fear. They closed themselves up in the kitchen. It became so hot the bricks seemed to sweat. John helped Simon kill the snakes with hoes while Rachel called to John from the kitchen window loud enough for the whole town to hear, shouting at him to keep away, to think of their boy, repeating over and over that it was a bad omen. Simon ignored them as if he had no fear at all. His black skin was dotted with tiny beads of sweat from the heat or maybe that was fear. He hacked at them while they shook their rattlers and coiled around each other in a solid writhing mass. Simon warned me to stay back, but I wanted to see them. And then Eli came riding up the lane almost hanging off his saddle.


He drank water straight from the pump, lifting the lever and heaving it down as he bent over it, the other hand extended, waiting for the rattle of the pipe until the water splashed over his palm. The sunlight glittered in it as he threw it on his face. He drank it in gulps. Simon left the dead snakes and spoke with him. He helped Eli into the house and left the horse for John.


Eli is twenty-five years older than I, but he gives the impression that he could live forever. He has a sureness of youth about him in spite of how ungainly he is. He is imposing but not handsome. Never handsome. His waxy scalp shines through his thinning hair. His nose is bulbous. His jaw sags with awful, long whiskers. He wears odd Quaker hats to keep the sun off or his skin will splotch red.


He barely said a word through supper last night and picked at the cold mutton and pickles Emma laid out. He complained of the odor of her canned tomato relish and the early greens. His wheezing drove me to distraction. He stared at his plate, red-faced, breathing hard as if it took all his concentration. I had to scold Henry for shoving his sopping biscuit into his mouth.


He was dazed when he took to his bed—our bed. He perspired to excess but would take no water. Dr. Greer’s visit was hardly reassuring. He came late and said it was some fever that would pass. He recommended cold compresses and tartar emetic to increase the sweating, even though the bedding was already soaked. And a bleeding tomorrow, he said.


Simon gave him the emetic mixed with molasses. Emma and Rachel kept wet cloths on his forehead. Then I had my turn, sitting with the lamp low, watching the rise and fall of his chest and the dull rattle from each exhale. Just once he awoke, but he didn’t speak. He searched the room with his eyes, searching for something, and then he saw me. His hand reached out and I took it in mine, curling my fingers around his without touching his palm, resisting him. I hushed him and pressed the damp cloth against his forehead. I wiped down his chest through the gap in his nightshirt. He closed his eyes and drifted in and out of sleep, disturbed by the spasms brought on by the emetic. I knew then that he would not survive. I know for certain that he is dying.


When Pa died, it was about winter. The trees were already half bare, the lawns brittle and brown. But everything here is so alive. The garden soaks in the sun, thriving in this relentless humidity without the faintest hint of death. The grass is dense and green. The trees are heavy with leaves, drooping with exhaustion. Fat peonies have bloomed, their petals collapsing into so many delicate pieces of torn pink silk on the grass. Tendrils of honeysuckle twine around the thin posts of the back porch, their honey-sweet perfume hanging in the air with no breeze to move it away.


Henry plays on the gravel path. His towhead in the sun is like new hay, a trait he bears from Eli. He is all Eli, with none of the Sedlaw brooding features and dark hair. He squats with a stick in his small hand, poking at an anthill. He has no sense of waiting. He only asked this morning why Papa was still in bed, then shrugged away his concern when Emma came in.


“Come quick, Miss Gus!”


Emma leans from the bedroom window waving a towel. We both look. White turban. Black face. Black dress. White cuffs. And a filthy towel whipping wildly in front of her. No words anymore, just panic on her face. I know what she has to tell me. Thank God she came with me into this house when I married. Mama threw a conniption, but Emma is free to choose as she pleases. Lord knows she was more of a mother to me sometimes than Mama. She chose to come for whatever reason. I didn’t force her.


“Wait here for Mama,” I call back to Henry. My shoes crunch over the pea-gravel path and click against the steps of the porch.


The shadows of the house are cool. A door closes upstairs, but the latch does not click. I mount the step and my heel catches in my skirts. The hem tears. I pull at my dress and grab the banister.


The odor of sweat and rot slithers around me. It swallows me as I climb. I want to retch. What is all this red? Is it blood? I should go into Eli’s room, but this red—red everywhere, smeared on everything. Bowls of pewter and clay are scattered across the hall bench. Blue willow china and cooking pots canter pell-mell over the wood and overflow with wet rags tinted scarlet, dripping red onto the polished hickory, swirling in shimmering iridescent shades of crimson like oil in a puddle. Red smudges the lips of the bowls and pools in their wells. The white door is marked, smeared with red in clumsy fingerprints that are slashes against the gleaming paint. I cannot touch the brass handle of the door. The substance covers it.


I hear Emma’s voice. “You’ve got to keep working at him, Rachel.”


I push at the wood with my fingertips. It swings open slowly. Eli lies panting in his bed, prostrated. He is stripped of his clothing, appallingly naked against the white sheets. Emma, Rachel, and Simon all work at his body. The redness drips from his temples like sweat. It seeps from his armpits and the wrinkled folds of his neck. His skin is tinged watery pink. The bed linens are soaked with jagged marks of red saturation around his body like a grisly halo. He wheezes pathetically as the servants soak up the fluid with their rags and wring it into bowls. More red seeps through his skin, dripping down his arms and legs as Simon lifts each one, pushing a red-soaked rag across his limbs. The fluid falls from his face, collecting in pools around his eyes and spilling onto the sheets as he trembles. Bowls filled with bloody cloths sit on the bedside tables. The servants cannot wipe it off quickly enough. Their work is frantic.


“I won’t,” Rachel says. She holds her hands away from herself as if they are not hers.


“Rachel, hush,” Emma says, cutting her eyes between us.


“I won’t, Emma,” she says. “The devil’s done bit him on his heel to bleed like that. I won’t!”


Rachel rushes around the bed and past me, wiping her hands on her apron. They leave pale pink streaks across the white cloth. Emma and Simon turn to me. “Miss Gus, Mr. Eli needs the doctor,” Emma says.


But I am paralyzed. I will my feet to step forward, but they refuse. I can only watch him. I cannot pull myself away. What is happening to him?


His eyes have an unseeing wildness as they search the satin starburst of the bed canopy. They roam in wider circles until finally he stares into my face. He lifts his arm just barely, too weak to move. He groans with a terrifying rattle in his chest. A gurgling sound.


Simon looks at me. “He wants you, ma’am. He wants your hand.”


Eli’s pupils are dilated to large black spots in pools of red, staring at me as if he wants to say my name. He reaches for me. I lean on the door frame. I think I am going to faint. My heart is thudding in my throat so hard I can’t breathe.


“I’ll tell John to fetch the doctor,” I say. I fall out of the door and hold the banister with both hands, looking down the well of the stairs. My head spins along their curve. All of my insides feel as if they will come out.


Simon is beside me. He has left Emma alone with Eli. He puts a hand on my arm. “Miss Gus,” he says. His eyes are hard. “Did you see if Mr. Eli had anything with him when he came home?”


“Simon, take your hand off me.”


“I’m sorry, ma’am.” He pulls his hand back. “Mr. Eli should have had a package with him yesterday. I think it might have contained some money.”


“Don’t be ridiculous. Eli needs a doctor right away, and you come asking me for money?” It’s a wonder that Eli trusted Simon.


“I think it’s important. Mr. Eli would want to know that it was safe.” He steps back and his face loses its expression.


“I’m getting the doctor for Eli. I think that’s what is important. If you want to help Eli, then you should be with him. Emma’s in there all alone.”


We both look through the open door. Emma is on the far side of the bed, looking over Eli while he wheezes. Simon’s face becomes stern. These servants. Thank God for Emma.


“Yes, ma’am,” he says. He nods and goes back to Eli’s side.


Rachel had better not have already frightened John with her stories. He’ll have to fetch the doctor either way.


•   •   •


The wall clock is ticking by the small hours. Emma and Simon are surely asleep in their beds, although a light from Simon’s room over the carriage house glows against the thin curtains. He keeps his lamp lit, a faint flickering glow half hidden by the catalpa tree. Perhaps he is awake and waiting. Perhaps Emma is in her attic room waiting for a word from me. After this horrible afternoon, we are all waiting. His sickness—whatever it is—overwhelmed him so quickly.


Eli’s breathing works in a faltering heave and sigh. The lamplight has faded. The oil must be almost gone. At least the bleeding has stopped. Thank God it has stopped. But the scarlet-stained sheets are still under the blankets Greer had us put on Eli to keep off the chill.


How stunned Greer was when he came again, watching the sweat and blood pour off of Eli. His features seemed to fall in on themselves.


“I am sorry, Gus,” he said. “I have seen terrible things. I have done them, Lord knows. We had to do them. We did what we could to save those boys. Poor innocent boys.”


What could I do but nod? Greer is such easy prey to his memories of the war, unable sometimes to speak of anything else. Unable to help himself. We looked down on Eli’s suffering face, both of us struck dumb.


“I am sorry, Gus,” he said again. “But I do not know this illness, and I do not know how to help him.” Then he fell quiet, with only the jagged rhythm of Eli’s breathing between us. When Greer looked at me, I didn’t turn away. I looked at him more closely than I have in years. His sagging, weary eyes. The heavy cheeks covered with grizzled, rust-colored beard. The scar that cuts from eye to jaw, the slash of a shell wound from Chickamauga, grapeshot that had been blasted into the field where he was working on the dying soldiers. He tells the story so often. The scar is a smooth pink ribbon. It seemed to pulse red, as if inflamed by his memory. He turned away from me.


“We can try to ease his pain,” he said. There was shame in his voice. “Put blankets on him and close these windows near twilight. And this. It’s a tincture of opium. You know how to apply it.”


He held out the small bottle of curiously shaped dark blue glass, but I would not take it. I know how to apply it. I have handled it before. It is a familiar remedy to me. He knew that.


He placed the bottle on the marble-topped table by Eli’s bedside and departed. The skin on my arms tingles when I look at it. I cannot help but look at it. The opalescent liquid flared in the glass like a nymph swirling in milky veils. Simon poured it into Eli’s mouth, drops dribbling down his chin onto the sheets. I could have kissed him there, just for a taste of it. But Rachel was apoplectic about the blood. She insists we keep from touching it. Simon was relieved when Eli’s breathing eased into a shallow wheeze. He slept and seemed less troubled. I was relieved, too.


Emma sat on a chair in the corner, sighing a hymn. The refrain had something soothing to it. What were the words? I think I heard it in the African church west of the square when I was a girl. Mama had taken me there to hear their preacher, who had a reputation. The entire congregation sang, wailing and ecstatic. Their voices were like waves of grief and joy combined.


There is a balm in Gilead


That makes the wounded whole.


There is a balm in Gilead


To heal the sin-sick soul.


Eli coughs and rustles in his bedclothes. Was I sleeping? I want to sleep. I want to cross the hall and lock the door behind me and crawl in between the clean dry sheets and sleep.


Eli’s eyes are open. The whites are red-riddled. He stares at me and shakes his head. “No,” he says again and again. Is it no? I cannot understand him. His arms wrestle with the blankets. He wants to reach out to me again. He wants some last embrace. I can feel each vertebra of my back against the chair. My hands grip the carved wood arms. His mouth opens and closes. A shudder takes hold of me and my breath will not come. He gasps and the air makes a wet sucking sound as it enters his lungs. He groans. I want to scream but cannot. I want to run from him. The blankets lift with an incredible effort. He is scratching at them, his hands prisoner under their weight. He lets out another shuddering groan. His arms collapse against the bed. He exhales with a click.


And all is quiet. The blankets lie still against the bed. A soft wisp of breath slips from his mouth. His eyes fade. The frenzy and desire in them vanish. They are opaque and bleary. He is dead. My God, he is dead.


I cannot cry. I do not want to cry, though I should weep for him. And for myself. And for these past ten years we spent together. For this thing that was our marriage. Whatever it was. And now my husband has died and left me a widow.


The first pale hints of sunrise creep into the sky to color it a hard gray like gunmetal. Simon’s lamp still burns in his bedroom window. He has waited up all night. But I want to linger with Eli. I do not want to move. I do not want to leave this room. Why do I wait? The word widow vibrates in my head. It rolls on my tongue. Widow. My mouth shapes the word silently. I have counted so many days until I could call myself by that name. Widow.





Two


HE SAYS “COME IN” before I knock. He must have heard my steps on the creaking stairs. I push the door open. He is fully dressed, sitting on a chair by his bed. He knows before I say a word. He weeps as I tell him. He slumps in his chair in the inappropriate intimacy of his room and cries into one dark hand as the other rests on his knee. I turn away from him, embarrassed. His tears for Eli come so easily.


His room is simple. Sparsely furnished. A narrow bed. A table with a lamp. Newspapers are neatly folded on it, papers from Mobile and Montgomery and Nashville. There is a bureau with a mirror and a large color engraving in a simple wood frame. The drawing commemorates Robert Elliott’s speech in Congress. Elliott the Negro man elected from South Carolina because the Republicans kept white men from voting. Equality and freedom, the picture says: “The Shackles Broken by the Genius of Freedom.” Elliott spoke on the floor of Congress in favor of the Civil Rights Act. A Negro man speaking to Congress. Eli talked about it at length, certain it would mean real equality for colored men. Real equality with what? For what? All this talk about freedom and equality never made sense. You take from one and you give to another. That is what has happened. That is what happened to me, and it has nothing to do with equality.


Simon takes his hand from his face and watches me read the engraving. I turn away from it as if I have no interest. He looks at me gravely, his eyes still wet, but with the sadness wiped away. His hands are large, dark-skinned on the back like oak bark, pale on the palm like the raw flesh of wood. Simon the snake killer.


“Did he?” he says, pausing. He glances down at his hand and then looks at me. He sighs through his nose. The nostrils flare. It may be discomfort, as if he doubts what he is about to say. “Did he say anything to you, ma’am, before he died?”


Simon’s loyalty to Eli must make him want to believe Eli was thinking of him as he passed. Should I tell him a lie? Something to comfort him? He doesn’t turn his eyes away from me. His stare is penetrating.


“No, not a word.” The newspapers on his desk are squared one against the other. They will put something in the paper about Eli. Not too much. People cannot know too much about how he died. “He tried to speak. It seemed like he would. But he never said anything.” I have to turn away from him.


“Could you make it out—what he was trying to say? Did he indicate anything at all to you?”


His eyes narrow. I want to go back to the house.


“No, nothing, Simon. Nothing at all. He didn’t mention any money, either, but I’m sure he has thought of you in his will.”


His face is grim. He does not appreciate my response, but that is my answer. There is no more to say. He should be happy I answered at all. Maybe I should have made something up.


“Was there something you wanted to know?”


“No, ma’am,” he answers quickly. “I just wondered. If there is anything that occurs to you, please let me know. I’m very sorry for the loss. I’m very sorry.”


“I know you were close to him. And loyal. You will always have a place here with us.”


He nods and rises abruptly. “May I see him?”


Perhaps I should not have said that. They are free people now. They are not like before, when it was understood we would care for them. When Pa died, Mama assured all the house servants they would stay with us. They could become so excited from fear of being sold or separated from us. But Simon must worry if he will have a place here. Where else could he possibly go?


We walk back to the house, and I leave him alone with Eli’s body. He closes the door behind him. He is too familiar, of course, but now is not the time to scold him. As if I have the courage to scold Simon.


And Emma must be told. She cared for Eli, too, I think, although she has been with me from time beyond my remembrance. In my earliest days, she fed me from her own breast.


I knock timidly at her bedroom door. It feels odd to seek her out here at the top of the stairs. She answers already dressed and has a look of understanding on her face. She embraces me. We hold each other for a moment. There is no need for me to explain or for her to condole. She feels some private grief over Eli’s passing, but she does not express it to me.


She says she will come with me to tell Henry. She follows me down the stairs and back through the pink bedroom to where the nursery is tucked into a corner of the house. Henry is still sleeping in his short bed. He rubs his eyes in confusion to see Emma and me with him so early. I kneel on the floor beside him, my skirts padded under my knees. He sits up, tugging at his nightshirt and pulling it down toward his feet.


He is my child. Only mine now, although he will grow up to look so much like Eli. And I tried so hard not to have him. Not to have a child at all. Emma’s little devices, the cotton cloths coated in sheep fat. Making Eli believe he was inside me while he bore at me between my legs, slick with his sweat. So much vigilance. Some night I was drunk with wine or my medicines, and I stumbled but could not face the horrors of those bottles and pills again. So I bore Eli a son.


“Henry, you must be very strong for Mama.” What is my purpose? Those soft blue eyes are Eli’s eyes. I do not know what to say to him. How do I put it into words that he will understand? How can I explain that his father’s death means marvelous new changes for him and for me, that it is not all a loss but something that has changed our lives in a way that has so much of the better. I was ten when Pa died. Henry is not yet five, old enough to understand. Old enough to be afraid. Emma sits close by in an old rocker, looking out on the garden.


“Your papa has died, honey, and we must say goodbye to him. He has left us and gone to a better place.” My words sound silly. How can they provide any comfort to my boy? He shakes his head and rubs his eyes and asks where his papa has gone.


He starts to cry and pull away from me, but he must listen. I grab his hands and hold them. I squeeze them hard. He jerks at them in pain. The more I say to him, the more he struggles to get away. He rushes to Emma, who sits quietly in her chair. She scoops him up and rocks him, rubbing his head and murmuring to him about the angels taking his papa on a long ride up to heaven, where he will watch over Henry and all of us and make sure we are safe like he always has before.


When did I stop believing the things Emma told me? It was late in my youth before I gave them up. Back then I ran to Emma with a hurt or a fear. I preferred her to my own mother. I guess I did not expect that my son would do the same. Perhaps I am too clumsy as a mother, or too harsh, as Mama was. Or perhaps Emma provides a comfort I cannot. All the same, it has happened. The feeling is cold in my heart. I sit here on the floor watching Emma care for my boy. I wish she could comfort me. I am jealous of Henry for his childhood. I wish I could behave much as a child myself.


This is the Emma I have always known. Her life’s work has been children, although she never had any of her own. But she did, yes, two small ones who died just before I was born. Mama said once that losing those babies made Emma love us all the more. She has always seemed quiet and sad to me. We never talked about it, but she must still think about them. The pain weakens over time. It fades away. But I am sure she still thinks about them. You turn your head and suddenly the thought is there. A baby that was not. How could she not think about it? I think about that baby every day. What would he have been like? What would have happened to us? I cannot think about it. Not now.


I will leave them together. Henry will fall asleep with his thumb in his mouth as Emma rocks him. That comfort. What a barb, but what a relief, to know that he can find that comfort, even though it is not with me.


•   •   •


Simon and Rachel are in Eli’s bedroom, taking up the soiled linens. I can hear them well enough. The door isn’t pulled quite to. I’m surprised Simon agreed to help her, even after she insisted. She is afraid, although she won’t act like it. Rachel would never let her fear show.


“Stop poking through Mr. Eli’s things and listen to me, Simon. I said he didn’t die the right way.”


What is she saying? Is there a right way to die? Rachel and her superstitions. And they’re in there with Eli’s body. John and Simon must have already moved him to the cooling board.


“He seems to have accomplished it well enough, however he did it,” Simon answers drily.


“You know what I mean, Simon. I told you those rattlesnakes were a bad sign. There’s already been death in this house.”


They fall silent. The sheets make a soft hush of a sound as they pull them up. I gripped my fists when Rachel asked me what I wanted them to do with the sheets. She should mind her tone. She didn’t even nod when I told her to burn them on the fire John is making for the boiling pot. There should be black dye powder from Mama’s funeral in the attic. I won’t dye very many dresses, just two or three to wear until I can have dresses made from black cloth. After Mama passed, the dyed dresses turned my arms and shoulders and breasts black. The dye ran in gray-tinted rivulets of sweat down my sides. Anything that my corset did not cover was tainted black like deep bruises.


“It’s those snakes.” Rachel again. “You need to get me those snakes. What did you do with them?”


“They’re in the ashpit. Does John know what you’re planning?”


“Don’t roll your eyes at me, Simon. You know I know my way. You get me those snakes. You keep the skin if you want. All I need are the bones.”


“I’ll let John know you’re looking for them.”


Rachel is up to something. More conjuring. I don’t like to criticize her, but that tone. And her temper. I don’t know how she got along at the Cobb house. Emma said she disappeared after the Yankees came, like so many servants, but found her way back when she realized freedom was not so grand, Yankees or not. Eli hired her on Emma’s recommendation. The fights we had over her. Now her tempers have become commonplace. And who wouldn’t balk at pulling up those bloody sheets, even without the superstitions her mother gave her.


“You don’t need to tell John. And stop being smart. Just get me those bones like I asked you.”


I should go. Move up the stairs to the attic.


“Wait,” Rachel says. “Shhh.”


She knows I’m out here listening to them.


She swings open the door and comes into the hall, but I am already halfway up the stairs. She looks at me hard.


“Rattlesnakes, Rachel?” I ask. I roll my eyes. “Is Little John ready? I’m just getting the ribbon.”


Rachel puts her hands on her hips. “Yes, ma’am. He’s in Henry’s suit. It’s a little short on him.”


“Does it not look right?” My hand squeezes the railing in front of me.


“No, ma’am. It will do.”


“Thank you for letting him do this, Rachel.”


“It’s all right, ma’am. He’ll get paid for it, I guess, won’t he?” She looks at me evenly, with impudence.


“Yes, Rachel, I will give him something for his trouble. For both your trouble.” I will offer the boy a few pennies and see how her expression changes. My hand relaxes on the railing. Rachel’s eyes seem to bore into me so that I have to look away. “Big John doesn’t mind, does he?” I ask, looking at her again.


Rachel narrows her eyes at me and smiles. “No, ma’am. He doesn’t mind at all. No secrets in this house.”


She watches me round the stairs, her hands on her hips. The undertaker will be here soon, and I have to get out Little John with the bell. I don’t have time for her tantrums anyway.


Dr. Greer was good to take word to Weems. Greer is so easy about the old times—he does not hold a grudge against Eli or Mr. Weems, Republicans or not. Greer was sad at Eli’s bedside. He eyed the blue bottle and looked at me in his funny way. I was almost afraid he would take the bottle away. But he didn’t, thank God. I couldn’t help but look at the bottle, too. A last look before I closed Eli’s bedroom door.


I will be quiet and mournful, like Greer’s face. Impassive as a sphinx. They must not know what goes on behind my mask. They will all know soon enough that Eli is dead. After Little John goes through town with the bell, then it will all begin.


The attic room is so hot. The heat is early this year. There are cobwebs everywhere and footprints in the dust. The servants coming and going up here.


The old trunk is still filled with Mama’s memento mori, the black ribbon and black gloves, a few onyx and mother-of-pearl rings, armbands, black-edged cards and black-bordered handkerchiefs. Black cockades and dyed black feather fans. Mama’s funeral was an affair that brought together the society of Albion and the county, family from as far as Huntsville and Tullahoma and even Nashville and Murfreesboro. All of them avoided staying at my home, out of respect, they said. Is it already two years since Mama died? It seems like much longer that she’s been gone. Her funeral had been an event. I had made it an event.


Eli’s funeral will be a different sight. Who will come—and for whom will they come, him or me? The dusty heat of the attic makes me clumsy, fumbling all these loose mementos. The ribbon and dye are here. The other things can stay in the trunk. New favors can be acquired, if they are even needed. Who will wear a ring to remember Eli? When Mama died, some people in town wore their armbands for weeks, and others wore them through the end of my deep mourning for her.


It was a cool day—autumn—and I opened the house on Allen Street in a way it had not been opened in years. I honored Mama’s name in the proper way. To let everyone know that I at least had not forgotten her name, or my own. Judge was proud of it. He is not one to forget our name, either. He did not smile, of course, but I could see the pride in his eyes, in the way he looked at every detail and nodded. He approved. He didn’t need to tell me I had done right by Mama. I could tell.


She was embalmed by Mr. Weems and laid out in a mahogany coffin with bright silver handles. Mama was in the south parlor, the largest and the one that faced the river. Pa and Mama had spent their time together in that room. She looked peaceful, resigned, her hands crossed over her waist, a black lace cap framing her tight gray curls, pomaded and dressed by Weems himself. He had given her a touch of color in her cheeks, and I approved while knowing full well Mama would have been scandalized by the thought of wearing rouge, in spite of her vanity. I had practically moved into the house on Allen Street during those last weeks. Mama was confined to her bed, racked with paroxysms of agony from the cancer that ate her. Her passing was a relief to her—to us all.


I wanted Albion to be amazed. Awed. Their tongues should be stilled in their mouths throughout that endless afternoon. They came in a flood of black silk and broadcloth to pay their respects, to collect tokens, and to stare wide-eyed with their mouths pinched at the extravagance of it. I had informed Mr. Weems that there was no limit to the expense, that I wanted the room overwhelmed with flowers. He expressed lilies and white roses on the train from Nashville. Their exquisite scent bled out through the windows onto the porch, suffocating the senses with a putrefying sweetness. The Chinese railings across the front and back porch were dressed in shiny black bunting. The doors and windows were swagged in the same material and thrown open to the autumn air. No detail was too small. Nothing was overlooked.


The mourners thronged the lawns and parlors and the long central hall. They milled around the rooms, looking somber and resigned. Young colored girls circulated among them, dressed entirely in black down to their pantalets, carrying trays of onyx rings and bracelets, satin armbands, and handkerchiefs trimmed in black lace and embroidered with Mama’s initials. Mr. Weems had provided cards printed with a lone woman by an urn shaded by a willow tree. On the reverse was a poem by Henry Timrod.


Art thou not glad to close


Thy wearied eyes, O saddest child of Time,


Eyes which have looked on every mortal crime,


And swept the piteous round of mortal woes?


Mrs. Branson, they called me, though I had gone to school with them, played in their parlors and gardens, and cried over the dead with them. That had been before—before I became Mrs. Branson. They treated me with civility. I shrink from calling it coldness, but it was chilling. They nodded to Eli, thin-lipped, extending limp hands and murmuring, “My condolences.” Their faces streamed past, puckered, an agony of pantomime that I had not expected. I had thought I would shame them with the house and gardens, the tokens and extravagance. It was as if they didn’t see it. As if they could barely see me. It became their funeral for Mama and I was the intruder. The Yankee officers, those who were left, came, too, and brought their wives, who were unwilling to miss an opportunity to mingle with the old aristocrats. The Yankee women were conspicuous for their stiff and shiny new taffetas and fashionable bonnets trimmed in crape, while the old families wore mended dresses and faded shawls. Those Yankee women took my hands in both of theirs, warm, gushing with sympathy and offering any assistance, begging an opportunity to call on me. Their dress embarrassed me with its newness and quality that was too like my own.


Buck did not come. Judge’s son did not even bother to come to my mother’s funeral. Judge offered up some excuse, that he was ill or indisposed, but I knew it was a lie. People raised their heads when Judge came in. He came directly to me, without looking at any of them. They moved aside for him. That was respect, what he did for me. By his respect for me, those others, the old families, had to show their respect, too.


Eli did not twitch at Buck’s name. He kept his eyes on a small painting of a thoroughbred horse Pa had owned years and years before. And then Mike came up, unsteady on his feet already, his words slurred, and he looked at Eli, so calm and inscrutable, and said, “Sir.” It seemed like he raised his voice. “We may tolerate your presence here, but you will never be one of us.” What an ass my brother is.


Eli had given Mama an income after we married. He was generous with Mama and with Mike. She was very comfortable. Eli scrubbed the damage of the war years from the house, and it took on the aspect it had when Pa was alive. Eli would send Simon over to the house to report on what needed fixing or painting. The next day Simon would have a crew of men hammering and sawing at the cornices and soffits where rot had invaded, and putting up fresh paint—real paint, not whitewash. I don’t think Eli knew I observed these things, but I did. And Mama could not stop carrying on about it. She was shocked to find a gang of Negro men working in her garden or clambering up ladders and peeping through the windows as if she hadn’t lived surrounded by them before the war.


The house gleamed, was maintained like a monument—a memorial. As if it were Pa’s mausoleum and Mama the last vestal. Or maybe I was the vestal, tending the flame from afar. It was a temple to the past, but without a soul. It was not apparent to a passerby or even to Mama, who lived in the midst of it, scolding her maids about the dusty stairs or how they didn’t put enough blue in the wash. But I could feel it with a sadness I carried in my bones like some crippling disease. I honored the house as my obligation, as I honored my mother on the day of her burial. There was no one else to observe the proper rites. It was my duty.


Emma helped me dress the morning of Mama’s funeral, and she said that she had had her differences with Mama. Unusual of her to speak so frankly. I barely responded. She knew Mama longer than I did. She grew up with Mama. Would she have spoken like that if she were still a slave? Mama was a strong-willed person. Someone who emphatically knew right from wrong. The mildest scullery maid had her differences with Mama. I did, too, I guess. But her absence left something missing from me. I kept thinking, Who will I read to now? Mama used to sit with me in the evenings, and I would read aloud whatever novels I had while she did her handwork. But now I will read alone, I thought. In fact, I’ve stopped reading altogether. What a silly question for me to think, but I couldn’t get it out of my head.





Three


HENRY CLIMBS ON HIS narrow bed beside me. His solitary games always stop when I appear. He wraps his arms around me and lays his head on my lap. His hair is like corn silks under my fingers. I am petting him. My pet. He breathes out of his nose in short, discontented bursts. He is confused by all this commotion.


The ring of the bell is faint through the open nursery windows. Little John is making his progress through the neighborhood. Soon they will all know Eli is dead. They will see Little John and know he is from my house. The whole town must already know Eli has been ill.


John is a good playmate for Henry. They are so close in age. John was born just six months after Henry and is already the bigger boy. In that way, Rachel has been a help in the house. There are so few boys in the neighborhood for Henry to play with, not for any lack of children. John is a good companion. Rachel brings him with her and Big John when they come in the morning. Just as easy for her or Emma to watch two boys as one. And it eases Henry’s loneliness. What must be his loneliness. He is such a quiet child, as content to play alone as he is to play with others. He lives so deep inside himself that he observes more than he partakes. But there is a keenness of mind there. He will grow up to be smart as a whip. He may favor Eli Branson on the outside, but inside he is a Sedlaw. I know it as surely as I know my own name.


“It’s too much for you to understand, I know,” I whisper. Maybe for myself. “But why don’t we go on a trip? Wouldn’t you like to go on a trip for a while? Would you like that?”


He rubs his head against me, shy of answering. He is thinking.


“We’ll get to ride on the railroad. And on steamboats on a river. We’ll go see mountains and the ocean, too. Wouldn’t you like to see the ocean?”


Henry nods and says, “Mmm.” He looks at me out of the corner of his eye but looks away as soon as I catch him with my glance.


I brush his hair with my fingers. “It’s going to be fine, Henry. Don’t worry. We’re all going to be fine.” He sighs softly and closes his eyes.


“Miss Gus,” Rachel shouts from my bedroom in the most exasperating way. “Miss Gus, the undertaker’s here.” She comes to the nursery door and leans her head in. “And Mr. Judge Heppert is here to see you, too. I put Mr. Heppert in the front parlor and the boneman in the music room.”


•   •   •


Rachel has finally used her head. She knows well enough to keep Judge and Mr. Weems apart. I suppose I must take that as a sign of progress, although she would know as well as anyone what happened during the war.


I’ll bring Weems upstairs quickly. Then I can see Judge. He must have heard Little John’s bell. Hopefully, he will not stay long.


Not that Judge and Weems were ever at each other’s throats. Everyone behaves so cordially now. You might never know by looking, but those old hatreds are there. I could see them with every one of Judge’s frowns or Eli’s silences. With so much that we all lost, how could there not be anger?


All of that is past, anyway. Dead and buried with it. I don’t have to think about it anymore. It is their burden, not mine.


My hands are so wet from sweating. This relentless heat. The parlor door is closed. Mr. Weems is standing nervously in the music room, rolling his hat over his fingers. He is painfully thin and wears gold-rimmed spectacles perched at the tip of his nose. He looks like a blue heron in a black suit.


“Thank you for coming, Mr. Weems,” I say. “Mr. Branson is upstairs.”


“Mrs. Branson,” he begins. “I want to extend my most sincere condolences.” He follows me to the stairs. If only we could get out of the hall. The door to the front parlor is shut tight. My hand is on the banister. Weems looks at me, expectant. He was a friend of Eli’s, after all.


“Yes, Mr. Weems.” I cast my eyes down. “It is a terrible loss for us all. Let me take you upstairs.”


Weems follows me up the stairs to Eli’s bedroom door.


“If I may ask, Mrs. Branson,” he says. I nod to him and turn the handle, slowly swinging the door wide. “How did Mr. Branson meet his end?” The bed is freshly dressed with white linen. Eli lies on the cooling board in his shirtsleeves and pants. His eyes are closed. A coat and other clothes lie folded neatly on the edge of the bed. His face has lost its ruddiness. It is the wan color of dried putty.


I answer slowly. “Dr. Greer said that it was a sanguinary disorder brought on by the heat. A summer complaint.”


“A summer complaint?” He remains at the threshold. The cooling board is laid across two chairs. Simon must have brought up ice to put in the long box under the board. A fine mist rises from its edges.


“Well, that is how Dr. Greer described it,” I say, perfectly innocent. It sounds like an excuse.


“Yes, I spoke with the doctor. He seemed, well, baffled, Mrs. Branson.” He cranes his head on his long neck, peering into the room. He surveys Eli’s body from head to toe.


“I can assure you, Mr. Weems, there is no sickness in the house.”


He steps into the room cautiously. “Of course, Mrs. Branson. Of course not. I understood there was a great deal of fluid lost.” Eli is almost too large for the board. His feet hang over the edge and rest against the back of one chair.


“Yes, he did lose a great deal of—he perspired a great deal.” Eli’s face is gray and the skin seems to slide against the bone in sharp edges. His cheeks and eyesockets are hollowed out. A thick knot catches in my throat. He is dead and wasted.


“That will help, then,” Mr. Weems says. “There will be less fluid. I have a boy bringing the materials over in a cart. We will begin as soon as he gets here. Do you have a key to the door? We prefer to keep the door locked when we are working, if that’s possible.”


“Yes.” My throat closes. My hand gropes in the pocket of my dress for my handkerchief. The floor seems to move under my feet. “I will give you the key.”


“You will see after our work is done. It will be like we have brought him back to life. Just like your mother.”


•   •   •


Judge is waiting patiently in the front parlor. He kisses me on the top of my head. His right hand exerts a gentle pressure through the thick, twining braids that Rachel dressed. He should be pleased that I am in heavy mourning, dressed in black from cuffs to hem.


“Poor child, you’ve been through so much,” he murmurs and sits next to me. Judge is always dressed impeccably, almost formally, in dark suits and shoes with a high shine. His hair has turned so white since the war. His beard is neatly trimmed. His pale blue eyes are piercingly clear. Mama always said girls threw their heads at him when he was young. Like Buck, I guess. Like father, like son. Mama almost tittered herself to fits about it. She regretted their close kinship, or she would have married him herself.


“Thank you, Judge,” I murmur. “It’s kind of you to come so quickly.” He pats my hand and sits across from me. “We have seen little of you of late.”


“Yes. And I am sorry for that.” He nods and exhales, looking at the patterns on the rug, garlands of pink roses and ivy. “My business has preoccupied me. And the party. Politics, you know. I regret it now for your sake, Augusta.”


I smile at him, a prudent smile, not too strong, modest and deferential. “I understand, Judge. You shouldn’t apologize. You’ve always been such a support for me. And for Mama.” Mama relied on Judge for everything after Pa died. She couldn’t make a decision without asking him what to do.


A small smile blooms on his lips, and he reaches for my hand, covering it and giving it a squeeze. “I’ve tried to do my best by you. I honestly have.”


Rachel enters with tall glasses of iced tea. She moves silently and places the tray on the small table in front of me. She nods to me and cuts her eyes at Judge. She turns away abruptly. He barely notices.


The glasses are covered in sweat from the humidity, and the moisture runs down the sides and pools on the black lacquer tray. The tray was a gift to Eli from a Mobile merchant who imported it from China. The tea looks so cold. I am tempted to take my glass in spite of Judge, but I must wait for him. He looks at the drink but doesn’t move. His head is cocked, listening to Rachel’s soft footfalls as they move down the hall.


“The funeral arrangements,” he says. “Can I offer you assistance with them?”


“No, thank you. Mr. Weems is upstairs now.” I look at the ceiling as if I can see through it to Eli’s room. I cannot look at Judge for fear. “I am leaving all the arrangements to him. I told him I want Eli buried soon. In two days’ time.”


Judge’s eyes follow mine to the ceiling. His face registers no feeling of any kind. “Fine. Fine. Nothing too extravagant, of course. This won’t be like Elsie’s funeral.”


Little beads of water run down the sides of the frosted glasses. I will take some ice after Judge leaves and wrap it in a towel to rub against my temples. That will help.


“Weems,” he repeats. “I thought there was some problem between Weems and Eli. That’s what you reap when you try to force nigger voting down men’s throats. Weems might have voted Republican once, but he has sense enough to know what an abomination it is to give the darkies the vote. I told Eli he wouldn’t be able to keep his party together. We scattered them like buckshot in the last election.”


The sunlight is so bright outside, it makes the parlor seem dark. The Corbins’ dog trots by, a large piebald hound with his tongue hanging out almost to the ground, panting.


“I wasn’t aware of any dispute. Mr. Weems didn’t say anything.”


“Well, I suppose it will be fine now. Eli is no more. Weems didn’t bridle at . . .”


“No, sir. Not at all. He seemed pleased that I wrote to him.”


“A dirty scalawag practicing a dirty trade. At least we’ve taken the state back from them. A disgusting practice. I wasn’t happy that you did that to your mother, but I like the old ways anyway. If you choose to do that to Eli, well, I won’t interfere.”


We sit together quietly. Judge’s eyes move back to the ceiling. He looks at me quickly and then at the floor, his hands on his knees. “Augusta, I want you to understand that you will never be in need. I will see to that.” He drums his fingers against his knee and then coughs into his hand. He looks at me and raises an eyebrow. “Were you very familiar with Eli’s business interests?”


“No,” I answer. “But I am very interested to learn.” There is a creeping coldness coming over my shoulders. What could he be getting at?


“I have talked with Jim Stephens at the Planters and Merchants Bank, and I will meet with him again soon. He is doing an accounting in detail, an inventory of Eli’s assets at the bank as well as his outstanding debts. When I heard how serious Eli’s illness was, I went to him immediately.”


“His debts?”


“It seems that Eli has been entangled with the bank for some time, and as more than just a holder of capital stock. He took out mortgages on a variety of his properties and against his stock in the bank.”


“What does that mean?” I lean forward.


“It means that the economic convulsions of the last few years left no one untouched. Perhaps you were unaware. Your mother was in her last illness. But the panic impacted everyone’s interests, Eli included, for all his seeming invulnerability. Eli had interests in railroads and mines, many of which are now worthless. There seems to be more than just losses on investments. He was playing a few rounds of monte with the bank, and it’s unclear at this point who the winner will be, if anyone. I am sorry to have to tell you.”


“How can that be?” The words stumble out of my mouth. It isn’t possible. How could he come here and tell me these things with Eli barely cold?


“Eli and I did not see eye to eye on many things, but we agreed on our concern for you and your interests. It was one of the things we could talk about.” He exhales heavily, almost heaving through his nostrils. I nod, too weak even to smile. Judge inhales to begin again.


“We were not allies otherwise. That’s true. After the war, I could see the way the wind was blowing. It was no use to fight against it, although I’m proud to say I never took the oath.” He pauses and looks at the rug, tracing the curl of the ivy with his eyes. “The wind has changed again, Augusta. I think Eli realized that, too. Maybe he realized it too late. I don’t know. But the Republicans were not going to stay in control of the state. They were not going to ram Negro rule down our throats. The people of Alabama—the people of the South—would not let that happen. I could get beyond that for your sake. I know there was a lot of fear in Albion back when you were married, and perhaps your mother, God rest her soul, did what she thought was best. I know you did, too. And I have stood beside you for all that. I stand beside you now. I know that things are not perhaps as you had hoped, but the days we have lived have been full of unexpected—unanticipated—shocks. You will survive this one as you have survived the others.”


Shocks? Negro rule? What does any of this have to do with Eli’s money? Everyone talked as if the man owned everything in town. And now Judge is telling me there’s nothing left? It’s all worthless? Because of Negro rule and the Republicans?


“I will come back to you as I know more. I wanted to acquaint you with what I knew at this point.”


“Thank you, Judge. I’m sorry, I just can’t believe this. I don’t know what it all means.” He watches me with discomfort. He was never one for sympathy. I tug my handkerchief from my sleeve and grip it.


“It will all work out. I am investigating everything, and I will unravel Eli’s affairs. If there is need, I’m sure the bank can extend you something.”


“How long will it be, Judge? How long, do you think, before you will know?”


He pauses and scratches his beard. “Give me a week, Augusta. Maybe two. Don’t you worry. I am here to protect you. That’s why Eli made me trustee of his estate. He wanted me to protect you.”


My hand pauses, holding the bright white handkerchief before my eyes. “Is that what he said?” Judge moves his hand over to my knee and squeezes. I put that sadness in my eyes like the woman on Mama’s memorial cards.


“Yes,” Judge says, very earnest. “Those were his exact words. It’s been several years ago now, but I remember it as if it were this week. He said if anything should ever happen to him, he wanted me to protect you.”


“Eli was so thoughtful. I’m surprised he never said it to me.” My left hand is clenched on my handkerchief, and I will it to soften.


“He cared for you very much. You must have known that.”


“I guess I did.”


“He was not one of us, but he could show himself to be a man of honor on occasion. I hope you were able to find some happiness in your marriage.”


I cannot meet Judge’s eyes. They are on me, probing. Small streams of water pour down the glass. The chips of ice have melted away so quickly, there is only a thin layer left. The chips are glassy, almost invisible except for the way they catch the half-light of the room.


“Yes, I did. Of course I did. And I have Henry.”

OEBPS/images/9781451629538_cover.jpg
“THIS ENGROSSING NOVEL ABOUT
ARESILIENT HEROINE IN THE POST—CIVIL WAR SOUTH
HASALL THE DRAMA OF THE ERA.”

—O, The Oprah Magazine

T HiE

M. POLITES














OEBPS/images/titlea.jpg
Rl

SIMON & SCHUSTER PAPERBACKS
New York London Toronto Sydney New Delhi







