



[image: Cover: Winter’s Reckoning, A Novel by Adele Holmes]









PRAISE FOR WINTER’S RECKONING





Short-listed for the Chanticleer International Book Awards-Goethe Award


“Brimming with all the feels—friendship, passion, hatred, prejudice. A remarkable debut.”


	—Julia Daily, author of No Names to Be Given


“With southern charm, Dr. Holmes spins a yarn of a middle-aged woman from Boston living in a dying Southern Appalachian town in 1917. She is a healer using herbs, potions, and spiritual energy, who confronts issues of race and misogyny still relevant today. Her nemesis is a charismatic preacher who espouses separation of the races, subjugation of women and stirring up the long dormant KKK against her and her Black protégé. In this is classic tale of good vs. evil, Dr. Holmes’s debut novel will keep you avidly turning the page as you encounter one twist and turn after another in her cleverly woven plot. A great read for a winter’s evening.”


	—Patricia Grayhall, author of Making the Rounds: Defying Norms in Love and Medicine


“Set in the brooding rural South, and for a good portion of the novel in the challenging and crystalline world of a deep snowstorm, Winter’s Reckoning is rich in storyline and character with plenty of mystery woven throughout. Simply put, here’s a story that takes on issues whose harm remains with us today. With a climactic pulpit scene that’s not to be missed - and one novel we can highly recommend!


	—Chanticleer Reviews


“Tear out a page of Cold Mountain by Charles Frazier, add in a mix of Deliverance and The Apostle, along with a dash of Nell… and you have yourself a die-hard Appalachian story set so far back in the woods and so backwards in their thinking, that Madeline Fairbanks, the local healer, must find an inner strength to fight the racial and misogynistic prejudice permeating the town.”


	—Historical Fiction Company Review













WINTER’S RECKONING



A Novel


ADELE HOLMES, MD


[image: Logo: She Writes Press]


SHE WRITES PRESS









Copyright © 2022 Adele Holmes


All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, distributed, or transmitted in any form or by any means, including photocopying, recording, digital scanning, or other electronic or mechanical methods, without the prior written permission of the publisher, except in the case of brief quotations embodied in critical reviews and certain other noncommercial uses permitted by copyright law. For permission requests, please address She Writes Press.


Published 2022


Printed in the United States of America


Print ISBN978-1-64742-087-1 / hardcover 978-1-64742-600-2


E-ISBN 978-1-64742-088-8


Library of Congress Control Number 2022904037


For information, address:


She Writes Press


1569 Solano Ave #546


Berkeley, CA 94707


She Writes Press is a division of SparkPoint Studio, LLC.


All company and/or product names may be trade names, logos, trademarks, and/or registered trademarks and are the property of their respective owners.


This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, and incidents either are the product of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, is entirely coincidental.











For my husband, who gifted me the perfect first line for our fairytale life:





“She had the look of a woman who was loved by a man who thought she was beautiful.”


Note to novelists: This sentence is copyrighted. Note to all others: Chris Holmes is spoken for.
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MADDIE



Her ancestors were healers. Mysterious, wise, noble. They championed their ideals and frequently stood accused for them. Some were legends.


She doubted such people still existed in 1917.


Madeline Fairbanks wished for a smidgen of her forbearers’ grit as she filled her medical bag. A man had been dispatched to retrieve her. His report was harrowing, an incident unheard of in their sleepy rural community.


“They need you right now, Maddie.” The bald man pranced in place as though he stood on hot coals. “Gunshot injuries in town. I don’t know who done it.”


“Gunshot? How many are injured? Anyone dead?”


“Bloody mess for sure. Can’t say if anybody’s dead.” He rubbed the peach fuzz on his shiny scalp. “Minute I pulled up, everybody yelled to go get you.”


Her mind spun as she prepared herself for the task ahead. The bumpy wagon ride seemed interminable. But when she was delivered to the scene, the butterflies in her stomach flew away, and she fought to suppress her giggles.


The deputy sheriff had shot himself in the foot in the general store of Jamesville, a town with one foot in the grave itself. Maddie lamented the state of the latter much more than the event of the former.


Deputy Henry perched on a bench in a back room, waving his bloody-footed appendage in the air like a flag on the Fourth of July.


“Looks like the bullet went straight through,” Maddie said. To hide her grin, she held her face close to the wound she inspected. “Now how in the world did this happen? Bank robber shoot you?”


She enjoyed antagonizing the young officer—there was no bank left in Jamesville.


Maddie doused the lesion with moonshine, and he cursed under his breath. She straightened, tugged at her wire-rimmed spectacles, and leaned back against the rough wooden wall of the dusty Southern Appalachian mercantile.


The tip of his holster was blown open, and gunpowder streaked down the right side of his jeans.


“Did you shoot yourself in the foot with your own gun?” She spoke loud enough to ensure the crowd gathering in the store heard.


He flared his nostrils and bunched up his mouth as though he might spit at her. A tan campaign hat propped on his belly rose, trembled, and fell with each ragged breath. She challenged him in silence with a gaze over her glasses as she shoved cotton batting into both sides of the wound and squeezed his forefoot tight between her hands.


In response, he placed his hat onto his head and pulled the strap taut. His eyes bulged when Maddie released the pressure to reveal the damage. Hemostasis was achieved, but the top of his foot gaped a thumb’s width. She could have stuck her pinky finger straight through—back to front—but didn’t want the large man to pass out onto the floor.


“You’re lucky the bullet went in and out without breaking any bones or tearing any major vessels. Bullet’s gotta be lodged in the floor out there.” She pointed toward the doorway, along a path of bloody footsteps.


He nodded and glanced sideways at his foot. His gaze ricocheted to the ceiling, and his face became as pale as the pile of faded newspapers stacked on the floor beside him.


“Deputy, when I came through the store, I saw Renetta Morgan out there. She’s been my apprentice for a while now and is pretty good at tending wounds.” Maddie clipped a string and re-threaded her needle. “You lost a lot of blood waiting for me, when Miss Morgan was right here and could’ve done the job.”


“Ain’t no colored woman gonna tend my injury.” He spoke through clenched teeth. Sweat beaded on his forehead.


Maddie’s toes curled in her boots, and she bit her tongue to keep a nasty retort from sliding off the tip of it.


She tied the last knot and opened a jar she pulled from her black leather bag. A spicy, warm aroma filled the room, covering the metallic odor of the blood. But not, Maddie noted, the rancid smell of his foot. She leaned to rifle through the stack of newspapers, flicking hair—prematurely gray at only forty-six—out of her eyes with a free hand.


“Here it is.” She extracted a page from the bottom of the pile and poured a whitish powder out of the jar into the paper. She twisted and wrapped it just so.


Deputy Henry leaned in.


“A mixture of willow bark and ginger root for the pain.” She ran her index finger along the words she had arranged to be seen on top of the packet. “And this article is about the importance of education. After you take all the medication, you might read about the benefits a secondary school could provide the youngsters in our town.”


He shut his eyes and wagged his head once.


“You can read, can’t you, Deputy Henry?” A bit of Boston Brahmin accent clung to her southern drawl.


“’Course I can.”


“Of course you can.” She smiled at him, batting wide eyes.


On her way out, she nodded a closed-lipped “good day” toward the general direction of the gawkers, most of whom jockeyed for position to get a peek at their sole law officer, disabled in the storeroom.


Of more interest to Maddie was the snaggletoothed old woman creaking back and forth on the rocker outside, muttering to herself.


“No forks … all spoons and knives. All spoons and knives in the persimmons this year.”


Maddie wrapped her woolen cardigan tightly across her chest. “Gonna be a cold winter, you say?”


“It’ll cut like a knife.” The old woman squinted toward the sky. “Like that bone-chilling wind that ushered in the darkness last night.”








CARL



Carl Howard rode into the lackluster town at dusk. The stores along Main Street were uniformly empty, and as he was losing hope for dinner, a flicker ahead caught his eye. The Jamesville Mercantile—as the sign proclaimed—leaked light from its windows and, as he realized upon pushing the swinging door, an enticing aroma of split pea soup wafted from a kettle on its potbellied stove.


“Good evening.” A middle-aged man in red suspenders greeted him from a table in the corner.


Carl nodded in the man’s direction. There was no one else, except a lone clerk behind the counter in the store.


“Can I help you?” the clerk called out.


“Bowl of that soup will do it.”


As Carl spoke with the clerk, another man entered the store, took one look at the suspendered one, and retraced his steps back to the door.


“Tom Price,” Red Suspenders called out. “You’re the man I was looking for.”


“Yep?” The man swiveled back around.


“I hear the deacons are looking for a new pastor at Trinity?”


“Yes.” He softened his stance. “I’d hoped the tristate conference would send us a replacement, but it looks like they’ve abandoned us.”


“Too bad about Reverend Lawrence skipping town. That have anything to do with your Tuesday night boys’ club?” Red Suspenders stood to face the man he called Tom, and Tom—taller by a head—spread himself wide.


“Don’t know what you’re talking about, Evans.”


“Right.” Evans scraped his chair back and stood to leave. An empty bowl on the table rattled as he rose. “And how’s that wife of yours doing?”


“Too fat and sassy for my liking.” Tom stepped to the counter to spit tobacco into a jaded copper spittoon. “But I don’t guess there’s much I can do about that, is there?”


Evans emitted a laugh that shook his belly and slapped Tom on the back as he walked out the door.


Tom still scowled after the man when Carl approached.


“Tom Price?” Carl held his hand out. “Deacon at Trinity Church of Jamesville?”


“Yes, and you are …”


“Reverend Carl Howard. The tristate conference sent me to be your new pastor.”


Carl strutted through the parsonage wearing nothing but a black clerical robe he found in the wardrobe. It was too long, and somewhat snug at the waist.


The previous pastor must have been tall and thin.


Through the kitchen window, he spied his stallion poking his huge head through the top of the stable gate. Carl opened the back door and leaned out.


“Good morning, Zephyr! Looks like we were both lucky in the housing department this go-around,” he shouted. “Let me get settled in, then I’ll tend to you.”


Shoulders shook in silent glee as he inspected the kitchen, the hearth room. He stopped to sit on each piece of furniture, peer into every ceramic crock, and open and shut all the doors.


Wagon wheels crunched in the distance, and he ran to the bedroom, shucking the robe onto the floor. He returned clothed, marched to the front door, and—after straightening his collar—stepped onto the porch as a wagon loaded with hay passed by. The driver, a thin man with a black handlebar mustache, never looked Carl’s way. Carl’s shoulders slumped.


Zephyr neighed, and Carl sprinted for the stable. Though barely forty, Carl sprinted for only a few things. His horse was one of them.


“Well, look over here, you’ve a good supply of hay—some of it alfalfa.” Carl found a pitchfork and served breakfast to his best friend.


While the horse munched, Carl cleaned and oiled the bridle and saddle. He curried the animal and brushed its mane and tail. After Zephyr had eaten all he wanted, Carl watered him and tacked him up for a ride to town.


The mercantile looked like a different place in the daylight. People swarmed like bees. Carl lined up at the counter reserved for the white folks and inventoried the crowd. A clerk was on hands and knees scrubbing at red streaks on the floor. Over in the colored line, a pretty young woman stood with her arms crossed, tapping her foot. Her gaze met his, but when Carl nodded and smiled at her, she straightened up and looked away.


Second in line ahead of him, now at the counter, was Evans in his red suspenders and rolled up sleeves. He plopped his order over his shoulder like a tow sack. Carl smelled coffee beans when the man stopped to introduce himself.


“I’m Randall Evans, the newspaper editor.” The man stuck out a beefy hand. “We’ve not properly met.”


“Reverend Carl Howard.” He squeezed Randall’s hand harder than necessary. “Will I be seeing you at church?”


“I’m not one of your followers. Catholic by raising.” Thick brown locks of hair tumbled across his forehead. “But I wish you the best, nonetheless. Many good people that I care an awful lot about worship there.”


“So, your newspaper leans away from the Protestants?” The hair on Carl’s arms bristled.


He and Randall stood eye-to-eye. Carl gave the man’s hand another tug.


“No, sir.” Randall pulled back on the hand Carl had captured. “It leans toward the truth.” He freed his hand with a twist and said over his shoulder as he walked away, “Whether it’s popular or not.”


The store was quiet. Customers peered at Carl.


“Good day, Mr. Evans.” He strived for singsong nonchalance.


Carl brushed off his sleeves and perused the offerings in the store. The chatter in the room returned to its previous level of buzz.


Chalk on a blackboard proclaimed black-eyed peas and cornbread to be the offering of the day, and his stomach rumbled.


He figured after the coming Sunday, the church ladies would keep him fed. For now, the diner would suffice.


“I’ll have one of those work coats and a pair of Levi Strauss’s denims,” Carl said, when it was his turn at the counter. He stood back, arms and legs held out for inspection. “Whatever size you think I need.”


“Medium …” The clerk stroked his whiskers, looking from Carl’s head to his feet. “Maybe large. Short in the length, for sure.”


Carl rose onto his tiptoes.


“New pastor, eh?” The clerk wrapped Carl’s purchase in brown paper and tied it with string. “Be with us long?”


“That’s up to the deacons,” Carl said. “But I’m certain they’ll be delighted with me. Many folks say I’m the best preacher they’ve ever seen.”




Carl arrived at the church building at noon on time. Tom unlocked the door, and Carl marched up the stairs to the pulpit.


“This’ll do mighty fine.” He patted an old wooden lectern that hit him mid-chest. “Now, Tom, what do these people need to be quaking in their boots about?”


“Excuse me?” Tom’s face was blank as he tugged at his ear.


“You’re the head deacon, no?” Carl bent his elbows, palms open to the ceiling. “Surely there are some issues that need to be tamed?”


“Hadn’t thought of it that way.” Tom gave the first smile Carl had seen from him.


It was brief.


“We’re a pretty low-key bunch of people. Most of us get along fine.”


“Surely somebody’s messing around with somebody else’s wife?”


“Nope.” Tom cracked his knuckles and stared out a window.


“Anyone thieving?” Carl ran the edges of a red and gold parament through his fingertips. His eyes drooped as he drew air and touched the silken cloth to his cheek.


Tom shook his head and gazed at the tombstones outside.


“Incest?” Carl dropped the ornate fabric he caressed and twirled on his heels, inspecting his new domain.


“Lord, who knows?” Tom extended his long, thin fingers. “I reckon this congregation’s not got any real big problems.”


The sanctuary smelled of beeswax, old books, and decaying lilies that sagged in a glass vase full of murky water. Carl plodded down from his pulpit and settled into a pew, shielding his eyes from a ray of sunshine stippled with floating detritus. He pointed for Tom to sit.


“You see, for us to be effective leaders, we need something to lead the people either toward or away from. What do they truly love; what are they most afraid of?”


Tom did not sit.


“I guess we like to keep it peaceful; every once in a while, the coloreds might get too uppity or the women a little bossy.” He scratched his head. “I’d say that’s mostly egged on by either Randall Evans or Maddie Fairbanks. But there ain’t ever any violence or anything like that.”


“Hmmm.” Carl tapped his fingertips together. “I’d like to meet with the deacons once a week.”


“Sure.” Tom flipped the church key into Carl’s lap and strode toward the door. “Wednesdays are best.”


He’d forgotten all about Wednesday night services. “Does Trinity have a midweek meeting?” Carl straightened his spine, and his words became louder with each step Tom took away from him.


“Not anymore. Deacons can meet Wednesday mornings.” The door slammed behind him.


“Whew.” Carl wiped his forehead and slumped into a pew. He hadn’t preached a sermon in ten years.








MADDIE



After sewing up the deputy’s bullet-riddled foot, Maddie half-walked, half-sprinted the two miles back to her home in the valley. She shivered from a cold premonition in the September air while she mulled over the words of the old woman in the rocker.


A week before, everyone had been wiping summer sweat and fanning themselves. The day before, a bizarre wind blew in from the north, winter-like. Giddiness at the break in the heat gave way to haste to prepare when it became clear the meteorological turn of events was there to stay.


She snatched an abandoned pair of shears from the kitchen shelf and hurried out back to resume her race to harvest the fragile herbs before a frost beat her to it. She relied on the plants to make medicinal concoctions and couldn’t afford to lose any of them.


She carried a pile of parsley to the screened porch, returned, and started on a row of basil. A citrusy-sweet crispness tickled at her nose as she clipped stalks of the shoulder-high herb. Her green-stained fingers clutched at her floppy hat when the cold breeze picked up in spurts to race through the yellow hayfields of the valley.


The sun had long breached the peak of the sky before her rumbling tummy—and the scent of the basil—drew her back inside for a mid-afternoon meal. She sliced cucumbers, red onion, and tomatoes onto a plate, adding vinegar, oil, and a sprinkling of torn basil leaves.


The smile that appeared as she stuffed her mouth full disintegrated when a knock sounded at the front.


“What now?” Her jaw set, she stomped through the hearth room.


A man with a wide-based stance and arms crossed over his chest occupied the front porch. He cleared his throat like a traveling salesman expecting a commission.


Maddie looked by his feet—there were no brushes, household supplies, or a case full of samples. She tilted her head; his eyes shone with such confidence she thought to ask him in for tea.


“Carl Howard.” He thrust forth a ruddy hand. “I’m the new pastor at Trinity Church, and, seeing as how I’ll be your neighbor, I thought we should meet.”


“Maddie Fairbanks.”


She eyed a huge chestnut stallion tied to her porch post. A rush of cold wind pushed at the door, but Maddie resisted until it subsided. She clasped the proffered hand. He released it, stepped over the threshold, and squeezed himself past her.


“I didn’t know we’d hired a new—”


“Is there a Mr. Fairbanks?” He craned his thick neck, his ginger hair waving a salutation of sorts.


Flabbergasted, she opened and closed her mouth in silence, her eyebrows high on her forehead. “By all means, do come inside.” She spoke to his back as he roamed the room.


“I see there’s a third house in Fairbanks Valley?” He pointed through a window toward the large homeplace two miles north.


“My daughter and her family live there.” She changed her mind about offering him tea. “The parsonage belongs to us, too. It’s loaned to the church.”


“So, Jamesville’s led by the Fairbanks family, eh?”


“Jamesville’s not much led by anyone these days.” Maddie looked through the window toward the mountains in the distance and cautioned herself against telling the newcomer too much. “My late husband was the last of his line.”


“Sounds like the area’s ripe for some fresh leadership.”


Maddie’s face hardened. The corners of his lips reached toward his ears in a what looked like a faux smile until a whinny pierced the air. Carl Howard turned his head to the sound of the horse, and Maddie watched in amazement as his demeanor melted into one of kindness and happiness—a twinkle appeared in his eyes and he almost glowed.


“I’m sorry I must so soon be on my way, Mrs. Fairbanks.” He strode out and across the porch, never taking his eyes off his horse. “I hope to see you Sunday. I’m planning a great sermon.”


Maddie struggled against the ominous north wind to close the door behind him.




By the time Sunday arrived, Maddie had harvested a large portion of her herbs. Just in time because Jamesville awoke to a heavy frost blanketing the ground. Despite frigid gusts of air, a packed congregation filled Trinity Church. Only Deputy Henry was missing from his usual post by the door. Maddie never knew why he stood guard each Sunday—she guessed he liked to look important.


“Morning, Florence,” Maddie sang out as the deputy’s pregnant wife passed by without a glance. The woman had delivered all but her first without a midwife, and it was public knowledge she found no use for Maddie.


“Gramma!” Maddie’s granddaughter Hannah bounded into the pew and wrapped her arms around Maddie’s sturdy middle. “You weren’t home when we came to get you. Were you someplace fun? A new baby, perhaps?”


“No place fun.” Maddie’s voice was soft. “Old Mr. Chalmers took his leave of this earth in the wee morning hours. I sat with him through the night.”


Hannah nodded with a look of understanding beyond her ten years. They settled into the pine bench, itself worn smooth by decades of use. The rest of Hannah’s family filled out the row.


“I can’t wait to get back to your house,” Hannah said. “We got the hog butchered and hung. Daddy says I can come back tomorrow. Or at least by Tuesday.”


“Good, I’ve been missing your help.” Maddie smiled at her sidekick, then shushed her as the service began.


“Repent, and you will be washed as white as snow.” Reverend Howard boomed from the pulpit.


He mopped his pale, freckled forehead with a pale, freckled hand and waved a crumpled kerchief in the air like a banner when he spoke. His perch in the pulpit made him appear taller than Maddie remembered. He wasn’t what she would consider an attractive man, but he exuded a certain charisma.


She moved Hannah away to reposition herself for a better view. Most of the congregants sat with blank faces, but it did not escape her that a few were rapt with anticipation, their eyes fixed like buzzards awaiting the kill.


“I’ve been called here to bring you back to the path of righteousness.” He reared back his head. “I understand that my predecessor was somewhat misguided as to the proper place of the women and our colored friends.”


The hair on Maddie’s neck rose. Her cheeks warmed.


Lord, put the words of truth in his mouth. Forgive me for the hate in my heart. And Lord, forgive those ignorant deacons for they know not what …


She couldn’t find the grace within herself to finish the prayer. Maddie let her repentant eyes traipse over the parishioners as she tried to tune out the pastor.


His voice softened. She shifted her attention to him as he went in for the kill. “… it is God’s will for the races to be separated.”


The buzzards circled. Cold perspiration sprang up under Maddie’s arms. The congregants appeared like lambs being led to the slaughter.


She looked out at the cemetery, which stretched almost five acres beyond the little whitewashed church.


Her son lay rotting in that soil. Her husband as well.


Hundreds of white granite tombstones beckoned to her through the wavy glass windows, as though writhing for voice.


God, help us not to repeat the sins of our past.


How Reverend Howard ended the service, Maddie could not say.


His intent was clear: revive the fear of racial equality. Other fears would soon be stoked with the same vigor, placing a permanent dead-end sign in the already deteriorating road to progress.


She surveyed her three grandchildren, despairing her inability to safeguard their future.


What kind of life can they have, growing up with such ignorance, narrow-mindedness, and bigotry?


The congregation sang the hymn “White as Snow” as requested by the new pastor. His eyes flitted from face to singing face, settling on Maddie’s immobile one. She held his gaze, neither batting an eye nor moving her lips. After the last chorus, Maddie sent Hannah home with her family.


She clung to her woolen coat against the wind to visit her husband’s grave, away from the exiting congregation. She knelt on the cold ground, strong hands gripping the headstone, and grappled with the realization that unease had tiptoed into the community since her husband’s death.


Insidious.


A tiny crack in a big dam.


“Looks like segregation is touted as the will of God now.” She spoke to her dead husband as though they were carrying on a conversation. “Who knows what’ll be next. Witch hunts?”


She laughed aloud before widening her eyes and drawing a sharp breath. “What do you suppose the church demagogues would do if they knew about the old box in my closet?” She shuddered.


At that moment, a dark cloud appeared and hovered over her, startling her out of her reverie. She gazed upward and clenched the tombstone tighter. The pastor peered down at her, steepled fingertips in front of his rotund waist. Black clerical robes flapped and fluttered in the wind like a vulture taking flight.


“Your loved one is eager for you to join him, Mrs. Fairbanks.”


Maddie’s jaw slackened. “Join him?”


He clapped her on the back and grasped her elbow. “Well … yes … yes, he …”


He bent forward and nodded toward Maddie’s son-in-law, Tex, who peered at the two of them from the front of a wagon. The young man smiled and beckoned her with a wave. She blushed at her gaffe.


“Oh—why, yes, he is,” she sputtered. “Thank you, Reverend Howard. I’d best be on my way.” Maddie tucked her chin to her chest, leaving the speechless minister in her wake.


Huddled close to her daughter, Jane, for warmth, Maddie began a tirade once the wagon wheels turned.


“Those narrow-minded, egotistical deacons are scared blind of anything the least bit out of the ordinary, or that they don’t understand, or that—God forbid—is different. They fired a jewel of a preacher who spoke the truth for years to replace him with a spineless puppet they deign to control.”


“Mother.” Jane placed her hand over her chest. “Whatever gave you such an absurd idea? I found Reverend Howard to be delightful. It seemed like everyone else did, too.”


“Most of the worshippers were earnest, I know, seeking a blessing on our poverty-stricken community. But a few were there on a mission to make sure the status quo was not shaken, racial lines were not crossed, and their perceptions of good and evil were not challenged.” Maddie wadded fistfuls of the fabric from their skirts that pooled on the wagon bench between them.


“You are such a pot stirrer.” Jane reclaimed her skirt tail and whispered, “You embarrass me—going to the men’s meetings with your requests for a secondary school, intermingling in public with the coloreds. Now this.”


“This what?”


“Harping on the church. I’m surprised you didn’t take vocal dissent with the pastor during the sermon.” Jane’s voice rose. “Since Daddy passed, you seem to have appointed yourself standard-bearer for the Fairbanks. Well guess what, all the Fairbanks are gone.”


“I’m still here, and I’m a Fairbanks, aren’t I?” Maddie sat tall in her seat, her voice loud. “I’ll be damned if I’m going to change my ways to conform to a false version of God that those bigots have created in the name of religion.”


“Hush. The children will hear you.” Jane pursed her mouth and looked sideways at Maddie. “Besides, you don’t have any say on what goes on in town—you’re a woman.”


Maddie crossed her arms and drummed her fingers on her elbows, remaining silent. When the wagon ambled to a stop in front of Maddie’s log cabin, Tex jumped down onto the gravel lane and held out his hand for Maddie. He said not a word—his smile was voice enough.




Maddie headed to the garden, resisting an urge seeded into her brain—now firmly rooted and threatening to burst into bud—at Samuel’s graveside. She stood with hands on hips, regarding her feet. The floppy hat fell to the ground as she spun around and ran back into the house.


On her knees in the floor of her closet, she scrounged through stacks of clothing and shoes until she found what she was after. A dusty old leather box. She gathered it up in both arms and carried it to the bed, a bed she had shared with the man who had made her whole.


He knew everything about her, including the box, and loved her despite it all. Laying one hand atop the box, the other over her heart, she closed her eyes and prayed. “Please, give me a fraction of the strength and wisdom of my ancestors. For the sake of this community you brought me to, the place I’ve come to love.”


The lid creaked and cracked as she lifted it off. She had not opened the box since her son Jacob had died twelve years ago. The contents within were etched in her memory. Yellowed pages bore faded markings hard to decipher. Others appeared newer.


Maddie pulled out a page and held it to the light in the window; an afternoon sunbeam caught the handprinted words and made them glow. It was the document she’d used to identify plants when she came to the South with Samuel twenty-eight years before. Her eyes crinkled with her smile as she perused the contents of the box, remembering her childhood instruction from her grandmother and aunt on the craft of healing with herbs. But a frown soon formed when she removed a disintegrating book.


“Oh, the svartebok.” A single tear dropped onto the bedcover. “It’s fallen apart.”


Maddie laughed at her sentimentality. The book was written in a language that was gibberish to her, and she’d never believed in magic anyway. She sifted through the papers for hours until the light through the window faded and a chill filled the room.


“Where are you?” Maddie grasped at clumps of her hair, wondering if the page she looked for existed only in her imagination. She lit the bedside lantern, cursing when she dropped the match onto the wooden floor.


Bending to pick it up, she spied a corner of frayed paper peeking out from under the bed, which she retrieved with a sigh. It was a charcoal drawing depicting an elegant, statuesque woman of generations past, eyes closed in prayer. Her arms stretched long, and her hands splayed wide upon the abdomen of a man whose body was contracted at every joint. The man’s face, however, was relaxed. His eyes looked heavenward, and he smiled.


The contractures of tetanus cause a terrible death, yet the ancient healer had released the victim from pain; whether she was curing him or easing him into the afterlife, Maddie didn’t know. But she was certain she had witnessed the same healing transfer of energy once in her own lifetime.


Maddie repacked the leather box, placing the drawing on the top. She poured herself a large cup of moonshine and brought the brown jug into the hearth room where she plopped onto the couch and stared into the fire.


“You healed with your hands like the woman in the drawing, didn’t you, Grandmother?” She spoke into the fire.


Maddie had banished the idea as a false memory from her childhood, the kind children embellish until they believe them to be true. In 1882, Maddie was about the same age as Hannah was now.


“Grandmother, slow down,” she’d said, her small legs unable to keep up with the urgency in her grandmother’s pace. They raced through Boston, street after street. “Why are we running?” she asked, out of breath.


“Your uncle Edward is dying,” Grandmother Crittenham called over her shoulder, grasping Maddie’s hand tighter.


It was twilight, and gas streetlamps were being lit. They turned onto Scollay Square and brilliant white light blinded young Maddie. She stopped and jerked her grandmother backward. The woman squatted to eye level and squeezed Maddie’s shoulders.


“Run with me. Run as fast as the wind. You can.”


She did.


When they reached Uncle Edward, he lay prone, face turned to the side and eyes closed, motionless, except for the occasional rise and fall of his chest. Three floors above him, a wooden beam dangled in the wind, attached to a balcony as though by a spider’s silk. The banister was underneath him.


A crowd of people encircled the three of them. Maddie didn’t remember pushing through the hordes. The caustic white light formed a halo over the scene. Grandmother Crittenham looked like an alabaster statue with her hands alive as her life force flowed into Edward. She pressed those magic hands into his head and back.


Until the man sat up.


When he did, the woman fell backward. They both smiled.


A chill filled the log cabin. The fire had dwindled to embers. She drained the moonshine and pressed the heels of her palms into her temples.


As a child, Maddie had associated the intense white light with her grandmother’s miraculous powers; she never doubted the woman had saved the life of her son. As an adult, however, Maddie realized the lights were the first of Boston’s electric streetlamps. Yet, even now, Maddie could not deny her grandmother’s actions were the same as the drawing in the ancestral box.


Maddie had not been successful in saving her son, and the box had remained closed ever since. She sensed, however, it was time to teach Hannah about her heritage.















Chapter Two
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MADDIE



An hour after sunrise on Monday morning, Maddie and her apprentice, Renetta Morgan, headed to gather goldenseal. It grew wild on the base of the mountain at the far northern end of town. It required them to walk along the northern part of the main road that meandered through Jamesville.


North Main, white. South Main, colored. Valley Road off to the west, as one turns into the other.


The white storekeepers opening shop for the day stopped to watch them pass. Ren stood tall and stared into the distance beyond town.


“Ignorance,” muttered Maddie, when she noticed Ren’s rigid composure.


“Yes, but ignorance breeds fear, and fear hate.” Ren marched on. “And I can remember stories from my older kin about not so long ago around here. Hate can kill.”


Randall popped his head out of the branch office of the Junction County Dispatch, and Maddie’s heart leapt for joy; the kindhearted man and his wife had been her and Samuel’s friends since Maddie first came to the South.


“Maddie. Ren.”


Ren’s face softened. “Love trumps hate,” she whispered to Maddie.


“Where you ladies headed?” Randall rocked back on his heels, thumbs under red suspenders that struggled to contain an expansive abdomen. “Surely you’ve a moment for a cup of coffee on this cold morning?”


Ren leaned toward the steaming hot brew, closed her eyes, and smiled. “Might quicken our step in exchange for a few moments of lost work?” She raised her eyebrows, looking at Maddie, who nodded.


“Haven’t seen you around Jamesville much lately, Randall.” Maddie missed the friendship of people of her age and mindset. “Parker’s booming these days what with the railroad coming through on that side of the mountain. Bad enough we lost our big businesses—I hate to lose our best people, too.”


“Aww, Maddie, I had to move the main office to Parker if I wanted to stay afloat. I keep a room there for myself. But I can’t bear to give up the big house here, even with Myra having passed and the kids grown and moved off.” His gold-flecked eyes sparkled as though they alone heated the room. “Say, how’d that new pastor do at Trinity yesterday?”


Maddie blushed under his gaze.


“You told me Randall never sets foot into that church for anything other than funerals, maybe a wedding or two,” Ren interjected, amusement on her young face.


“If he did, he wouldn’t have to ask me.” Maddie laughed, too, before her face darkened. “To answer your question, Randall, as much fire and brimstone as he spewed, the town should’ve been warmer today.” Maddie cupped the mug of hot coffee in her hands and inhaled its richness. “Reverend Howard has big shoes to fill. I can’t fathom why Reverend Lawrence took his family and left in such a hurry. There were rumblings against him by a few, I know, but still …”


Randall lowered his voice and leaned in. “I fear he may have had more persuasion than most people realize.” He gathered his two index fingers into a point and placed them over his head like a hat.


The Klan.


Maddie shifted the mug into one hand as she lowered her lids to half-mast and rubbed the back of her neck.


“After so many years of slumber, they are rousing like a bear from hibernation,” Ren said.


“I’d say the bloomin’ idiots are only flexing their muscles, not looking for action. I can’t imagine the community allowing bloodshed,” Maddie replied. “We are all good at heart.”


“Even that pack of wolves?” Ren cocked an eyebrow and stepped closer to Maddie. “Samuel’s death was the beginning of the end of Jamesville’s reasonable leadership. No amount of education will open the narrow-mindedness running amok out there these days.” She pointed to the door and hissed her words. “You’re playing with fire if you think they’re all good at heart.”


“I’m afraid you are indeed being idealistic, old friend.” Randall placed a hand on Maddie’s shoulder. “Some still view you as an outsider, especially with Samuel gone. If you want to keep on caring for your patients, you should quit running around like Joan of Arc on a social mission. Lay low, keep your head down. At least until this Klan business simmers down.”


“Maddie, no one can cure this town of all its ills.” Ren’s words were kind. “You try hard, and I think that’s good enough.”


“Pfft.” Maddie waved a hand. A hush settled over the room. “Anything to go on yet, as far as the …” She mimicked his previous action by forming a triangle over her head. Yellow journalism of Pulitzer and Hearst from two decades earlier was not Randall’s style. He required hard evidence before he printed any accusations—such as the Klan running off a preacher—in his newspaper.


“Nothing substantial. But I’ll be staying here in Jamesville awhile anyway, casting bait. Never know when you might reel in a big fish.”


For the remainder of the visit, they moved to a more congenial topic—the strange weather that had surprised them all—and, when their coffee mugs were empty, the women went on their way. When the goldenseal came into view, Maddie let out a cry of delight.


Ren snapped off the top of a plant and inspected the two hairy leaves, which offered up a single red berry.


“Looks like a raspberry.” She reached to pull the plant up by the root. “But it sure doesn’t taste like one.”


“A few are still in flower, but the rhizome below will be fine.” Maddie dropped to her knees beside Ren.


The two spent the morning gathering, sorting, and knocking off dirt that clung to the roots, while they discussed their patients.


Task complete, they pulled out large cloth squares and bundled the plants to carry home. Ren headed down North Main.


“Ren,” Maddie said as they neared the first street that angled through the back of town. “Let’s go the back way.”


Ren muttered a protest, but Maddie took off ahead of her, leaving her no choice but to follow. “Maddie Fairbanks, I’ve never seen you scared of controversy.” Ren ran to catch up. “Are you afraid to be seen with me?”


“No, my dear.” Maddie’s eyes were sad. “I’m afraid for you to be seen with me.”








HANNAH



Tuesday morning, Hannah bounced in the wagon with her mother, father, and younger brothers, Benjamin and Thomas. The five-mile path that was Valley Road curved south from the home-place at the west of the valley toward Gramma’s log cabin. It straightened for the last two miles east toward town.


Hannah nestled close to her dad’s long, lanky form for warmth but also because she relished his clean smell of soap and hair pomade. The Timber Ridge Mountain across the valley to the east harbored the town of Jamesville at its feet. But what stood behind the valley to the west was what interested Hannah: Timber Ridge Mountain’s diminutive twin.


Near the smaller mountain, Hannah kept a lookout for the man who lived in a haunted cave. He had a beard down to his belly button and googly eyes—and he came out at night to molest women and children.


So folks said.


“Stay away from Carnavan’s Cave.” Her father, Tex, glanced down at her.


Hannah lowered her gaze. The closest Hannah’d ever been to the cave was the past summer when Gramma took her along to care for Mr. Harris, who had since died. He and Mrs. Harris—whom Hannah thought looked eerily alike—lived in the one home on the tiny mountain.


“Momma?” Hannah twisted to her right. “It was Gramma’s potions that eased old Mr. Harris into death with a smile on his face. Why didn’t the doctor give him any relief?”


“Who’s to say?” Her mother, Jane, shrugged her straight, thin shoulders. “The doctor is a circuit rider who makes it here a couple times a year. How could he have known Mr. Harris was dying?”


Hannah picked at the hem of her green dress, searching for a topic that might entice her parents into conversation. As they neared Gramma’s cabin, Hannah squinted past it to get a glimpse of the red stable at the third house in Fairbanks Valley, the one closest to Jamesville and used as a parsonage.


“Daddy, why is the parsonage so far out here away from the church building?”


“Samuel’s people loaned it,” he said in his usual short and to-the-point manner. “Free, nobody complained.”


“Does Reverend Howard have any children?”


She missed her friend, Annie Lawrence, who had recently moved away from the parsonage.


“Nope, bachelor.” The words came as white puffs from under a black, waxed mustache, which remained stationary when he spoke.


Daddy pulled back on the reins to slow the trot of the two pinto geldings. Before Hannah hopped off the wagon, she leaned over to peck her mother’s cheek.


Momma accepted the kiss but didn’t smile. “You’ll have to walk home in the morning. Your grandmother is planning to set out on her rounds across upper Timber Ridge tomorrow, and she will be gone a few days.”


Hannah’s head shot up so fast that her mousy brown hair fluttered around her shoulders. “Ooohh, I want to go to the mountain with her.”


“And catch your death of pneumonia? No, indeed.” Momma arched an eyebrow and scanned the horizon.


“But—”


“Hannah.” Daddy’s dark eyes bore into Hannah’s big brown ones.


When released from her father’s gaze, she stole a glance at her grandmother—she had ambled out to stand on her tiptoes and share kisses and hugs with Hannah’s ruffian brothers in the back—and giggled at the thought of how she had pestered Hannah’s parents until they’d let Hannah live with her most of the time.


“I’ll be home bright and early tomorrow,” Hannah sang out. Under her breath she added, “Today, I’m gonna find out about that box in Gramma’s closet.”


Inside, piles of thyme, lavender, and rosemary lay on the oak worktable that held court in the center of the kitchen.


“Let’s get to work,” Gramma said. “I’ve spent the last two hours harvesting, and Ren will be here soon with the goldenseal we collected yesterday.”


Hannah sidled up to the heady-smelling bounty and clipped purple-velvet heads from prickly green stems of lavender. The heads would dry whole, and the branches would be zipped free of their needles from bottom to top. None of it would be wasted.


“What will we use the goldenseal for?”


“Depends on how we concoct it,” Gramma said. “We use the root as a tincture for tummy problems. Old folks used to grind it and use it as snuff for sinus ills, but I don’t recommend that. Extract or tea is a safer way.”


Hannah thought Gramma could heal anybody or anything. She could splint a feral cat’s broken leg, and it would let her.


Hannah presumed her grandmother used up all her healing abilities on others, and perhaps that was why she couldn’t provide a poultice for her own evening malady, as she brooded and conversed with herself or her dear dead husband. Or with the brown jug of moonshine she would then hold so close.


“So, because of this early freeze, we’ve got to hurry?”


“For these, yes.” She tipped her silvered head to the tabletop. “Should have had a few more weeks before harvest. But the goldenseal is right on schedule. I’ll teach you how to make extract and tinctures out of it later.”


Gramma gathered rosemary stems into a bundle, and Hannah tied them with twine to hang like an upside-down Christmas tree.


“I remember when I met your mother, Gramma. I was pretty young …” Hannah fished for an opening to ask about the box.


Gramma twirled the gold wedding band on her left hand with her thumb.


“Yes, she came here to reconcile with me. She disowned me when I got married and ran off to the South.”


“Seems I remember her leaving an old box. Isn’t that the one that’s in your closet now?” Hannah held her breath.


“The very same.” Gramma settled into a chair and looked into the distance. Hannah’s eyes were big as saucers.


“The herbalist ways were embarrassing to her, in her upper-class society. I think, deep down, that was why I so wanted to leave there; I wanted to practice my craft without shaming the family.” The woman frowned at the blue-and-red braided rug beneath her feet.


Hannah touched her hand, and Gramma flinched. Their eyes met, Hannah’s tinged with confusion. “I thought it was because being there reminded you of how your brother died.”


“Ah, whatever reason.” She drew air and tightened her shoulders. “I’d have followed your Grampa Samuel anywhere. And I loved it here with all the plants and herbs growing wild. The forests became my cathedral.”


“But the box, Gramma,” Hannah said. “Why did your mother bring the box here?”


“On his deathbed, my uncle Edward made her promise to. He knew how important it was to me. I’d have taken it when I left, but she hid it from me.”


Gramma pointed to the table, and Hannah returned to work with a sigh.


When the lavender and rosemary were completed, Gramma dumped a pile of thyme onto the table. She taught Hannah how to strip the leaves off and spread them to dry in thin layers. Hannah held her fingertips to her nose and inhaled as she leaned back with her eyes closed for a moment. When she opened them, she slammed the front chair legs down. It got her grandmother’s attention.


“Tell me more about the box,” Hannah said.


“That lovely, damned box.” Gramma stroked Hannah’s hair. “It’s the reason I’ve always been a healer. I think you’ve got the gift for it, too.”


Hannah’s toes tingled, and she braced herself. What if I came from a long line of wizards?


Ren exploded through the back door bearing a bushel of white, juicy roots topped with withered green leaves. An occasional dried white flower or wrinkled red berry dangled unceremoniously before dropping to the floor.


Hannah groaned.


“Goldenseal.” Gramma clapped her hands and stomped one foot on the floor like she was about to break into a dance. “Let’s get to work,” she said for the second time that day.


Despite Hannah’s disappointment at the interruption, she laughed at her grandmother’s exuberance.


Gramma ripped open a rhizome root, exposing the white flesh inside. “Taste this—barely touch it to your tongue.”


Hannah obliged but withdrew from the bitter taste.


“Bitter means it’s base, not acid.” She picked up a jug of vinegar and uncorked it to hold under Hannah’s nose. “So, we use vinegar, which is an acid, as a solvent.”


“That’s how we make the tincture?” Hannah asked. “Not with Mr. Britton’s moonshine?” She glanced at three of his brown jugs on the shelf.


“We’ll save that for more important things.”


Hannah and Ren both raised their eyebrows.


“Acidic things that won’t dissolve into vinegar.” Gramma’s face reddened. “Like the hot peppers we use for rheumatoid rubs.”


Ren edged into the chair beside Hannah and nudged her in the ribs with her elbow. She winked.


“We also use oils to make infusions of goldenseal, usually sunflower oil,” Ren said to Hannah. She picked up the pestle and pounded at the roots Gramma had thrown into a mortar.


“Gramma says she thinks I’ve got a gift for healing,” Hannah said to Ren. “Do you have the gift?”


“Here, Tinker Bell.” Gramma tossed a handful of goldenseal toward Hannah.


Ren leaned her dainty face backward and laughed.


Hannah arched a twig of goldenseal over her head. “I don’t mind being compared to a fairy.”


She skipped to the hearth room and retrieved the novel by J. M. Barrie, Peter and Wendy. It sat on a shelf amongst a slew of other books, all of which were given to Gramma by Mr. Evans when his wife died. Hannah plopped into her chair and opened the book.


“You may poke fun at me if you like, but I can feel the magic in the air.”








MADDIE



Maddie hummed as she worked the herbs alongside Ren and Hannah at the kitchen table. When the afternoon shadows grew long, Ren bundled herself up for her walk home. She poured about a third of the prepared goldenseal tincture into a clean oil can and stoppered the spout with a chunk of apple. At the door, she reversed course, causing the liquid to slosh.


Maddie and Hannah both stopped, hands frozen at their work. Ren crossed the floor in a flash and bowed to their level, eyes wide.


“Did you see that horse in the stable behind the parsonage?” Ren asked.


“Looks like a beast,” Maddie said.


“Oh, he’s so beautiful.” Ren gazed out the window, cheek in hand.


“He’s a high horse,” Hannah said.


Ren blinked at Hannah, and Maddie gave an eye roll.


“No, child, he’s a stallion.” Maddie raised her hands in the air. “It’s the pastor needs to come down off his high horse. That’s what I said.”


“The pastor seemed quite nice to me,” Ren said with an earnest face as she disappeared out the back door.


Maddie could not imagine what interaction Ren might have had with Pastor Carl Howard, but she did not have a good feeling about it, whatever it was. When the door closed, Hannah resumed her inquisition about the contents of the box.


And while Maddie had told her a lot about her childhood in Boston, she didn’t feel she had laid sufficient groundwork to get into the subject of the box. She hadn’t told her about working alongside her Aunt Polly and Grandmother Crittenham as they went from house to house, tending the sick. They used some of Uncle Edward’s medicines, but they had their own potions, too. Unlike Uncle Edward, they accepted no recompense for their services.


Maddie tried to change the subject. “When I was born, Ulysses S. Grant was president of the United States. We were undergoing what was known as ‘reconstruction’ after the Civil War.”


Hannah took the bait. “I know all about the Civil War. Thank God we are still one country, and the colored people aren’t slaves anymore.”


“Yes, but winning a war doesn’t change people’s hearts.” Maddie’s lips turned down as she spoke. “There are Jim Crow laws that some white lawmakers managed to get passed, down here in the South.”


“Laws made by men like those ones in the white pointy hats Grampa hoped were gone from here for good?”


Maddie’s voice caught, and she sucked in air at the reference to the Ku Klux Klan. “Yes. In fact, there also have been laws passed about what the KKK can and can’t do. But, in some places, they still sneak around at night.” She ground the herbs in the stone mortar into such a sloppy green mess that she had to discard them and begin again, constraining herself to a lighter touch.


“My momma says, down here in the Appalachians, people are backward.”


“Yes, and most seem to like it that way,” Maddie said, to finish the oft-uttered phrase.


They giggled together over their shared joke and worked late into the night before they extinguished the lanterns and headed to bed.


“Promise you’ll tell me more about the box soon?” Hannah ran her finger around the frame of a photo of Jacob that hung in the hallway.


“Of course.” Maddie smiled. “You know that picture is of your uncle Jacob?”


“Yes, he was my mother’s younger brother.” Hannah tucked her hands behind her and looked up at Maddie. “Do you have a picture of your brothers? Are they in the box?”


“There are no pictures of my brothers in the box.” Maddie’s eyes dulled, and she turned Hannah by her shoulders toward her bedroom.


Once settled in her own bed, Maddie couldn’t rest. She pondered why some people in their line were blessed with the gift of the healing craft and others were not. Many more were women than men, though her uncle Edward was a pharmacist and her oldest brother was a doctor.


Goosebumps formed on her arms at the thought of her other brother, Brenden. It had taken Maddie a few bruises and black eyes to learn to stay out of Brenden’s way when they were younger. Maddie had feared and hated him. Neighborhood cats disappeared, and he’d later brag about it. Bloody rabbit paws were sold to his friends for good luck, and she watched in horror as her dog, Scruffy, mutilated his own ear tearing it from the nail with which Brenden had hammered it to the woodshed. She cried helpless tears while the little dog screamed.


Maddie wanted to believe Brenden wasn’t her brother, but he looked so much like the rest of them, with the exception of his eyes.


They were empty. As if he had no soul.
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