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LAKIN, WEST VIRGINIA

1930

THE PLACE WAS AS QUIET as it ever got in the hours around midnight, with only occasional screams or sobs from the cells down the corridor to disturb his contemplation. Somewhere, perhaps on another floor of the building, someone was singing.

He was standing at the window, as he always did at that time of night, hands resting on the bars, his face pressed against the wire-reinforced glass, as if the cool night air could waft him away. Perhaps no one cared if he stood at the window after lights-out; there were a hundred patients and perhaps a dozen staff members who were busy enough without having to worry about a quiet man having a sleepless night. Anyhow, even if they did care, chances were that they wouldn’t see him. His dark face would not glow in the moonlight and give him away.

He strained his eyes, searching the darkness beyond the treetops, hoping that the clouds would part enough to let him see the shapes of the dark cliffs across the river. That was Ohio, over there. In his parents’ day, back when this place was still part of Virginia, that side of the river would have meant freedom, but that had changed now. Now freedom—or the lack of it—was the same everywhere for ordinary people. And for madmen and criminals, there was no freedom at all. Since he had spent most of his life subscribing to, and even enforcing, that rule, it seemed churlish to object to it now, just because its strictures now applied to him. Those who are a danger to themselves or others must be restrained.

He could never see the river itself—it was nearly a mile away, beyond the fields on the other side of the road. Except in the dead of winter, the trees blocked the view, and then the steep embankment obscured the water. At least he knew it was there, though: the broad, dark waters of the Ohio rolling on to the Mississippi and on to its freedom in the Gulf. He would like to have seen that confluence, followed it even, all the way to journey’s end. The puny little rivers where he came from, in the eastern part of West Virginia, weren’t a patch on this one; why, except in the spring floods, you could wade across most of them. What was the point of being here—so close—and not getting to see the river? What was the point of being here anyhow? It wasn’t as if they could help him. If he had been delusional, perhaps they could have led him back to reason, but he always thought that his problem was seeing the world too clearly.

From somewhere down the hall a long scream pierced the stillness. One of the old men was either hallucinating horrors or remembering real parts of his past, perhaps as far back as slavery—it was hard to tell which was worse, because those who imagined them believed with equal fervor. At least he was spared all of that. He spent a long time at night with his face pressed close to the window, and when he finally fell into bed, he did not dream.

He wished he could either become entirely sane or else very much more mad. A delusion that transported you right away from unpleasant realities would be more blessing than affliction, it seemed to him. Let him drift away on a current of madness into a dreamworld where he was young again, where his gentle Eliza or her successor, clever Alice, was still alive and well—or, better yet, some kingdom out of a fairy story, in which the world was entirely different from anything he’d ever known. Let there be talking horses, and penny candy stick trees, and golden rivers of bourbon. He sighed. None of those fantasies particularly appealed to him any more than the real world did just now. He had spent his life in the profession of law—not a discipline that encouraged its practitioners to be fanciful. He had always considered an excess of dignity and a dearth of imagination to be positive qualities in his character, but unless madness conferred its own artistic inspiration, his temperament made him ill-equipped to enjoy the benefits of delusion, and his lifelong habit of reserve would have held him back anyway. He was forever an observer, and one day he had decided that he had seen enough and wanted to leave. Yet here he was.

His own particular form of insanity was to see the world exactly as it was, and to despair in silence.

As he grew older, the truth, unvarnished by hope or illusion, made him desperate to escape life itself. But suicide was considered madness, rather than a shrewd appraisal of one’s options, and so here he was in this barred asylum, as desolate and bereft of choices as Shakespeare’s Ophelia, but prevented, both literally and metaphorically, from reaching the river.

Odd that, while he could never see the river, there were other things that he did see sometimes in the night. A thing with glowing red eyes and leathery wings . . . Other patients had spoken of it, too, but while they had wild imaginations, unmoored from logic, he did not. Precisely because he saw things exactly as they were, he knew that whatever-it-was was real.

Best not to speak of that, though. He couldn’t be bothered to try to convince the long-suffering staff of the asylum that this one particular delusion was not one at all. It didn’t matter really. The thing was doing no harm, except perhaps to make people who reported it seem madder than they actually were.

It hadn’t taken him long to figure out that these people could not help him, even if they wanted to, and that the best course would be to learn the rules of the game that would set him free as quickly as possible. He had been learning the rules and playing the game all his life, so this was just one more battle of wits, not much different from the others. There were no white people here, but the game was pretty much the same: those in charge versus those who had no power at all.

“You’re up late tonight, James.”

He stiffened, nettled by the condescending tone, the use of his Christian name. He turned toward the doorway, where a shadow was silhouetted by the light in the corridor. “With all due respect, sir, despite my present circumstances, I am not your inferior, and from the sound of your voice, I do not think myself junior to you in age, either. I am certainly not a child. Please address me as Mr. Gardner.”

There was a brief silence, while the shadow seemed to consider the matter. “Need we be so formal? After all, you are a patient here. And I am an attending physician.”

“If we were on my home ground—in a courtroom—instead of in a hospital, would you willingly allow me to call you by your given name while you addressed me as ‘Mister’?”

“Perhaps not. We doctors like to stand on ceremony.”

“Have we met? Your voice is unfamiliar to me.”

“In passing. I have not treated you, but my room is just down the hall here, and I thought since we were neighbors I’d pay a call on you. I couldn’t sleep, either.”

The prisoner considered it. “So you are our hall monitor. I remember you. You may come in if you like.”

“Thank you. Another time, perhaps. I didn’t bring the keys.”

“How odd that they house you doctors here among your patients. No one quarters lawyers next door to the criminals in the jail.”

The visitor chuckled. “I suppose not, but there weren’t many alternatives in this case. Point Pleasant is six miles down the road, and its population is mostly white, so it was deemed both inconvenient and awkward for us to try to live there. We’re understaffed here, too, so it’s helpful to have us in residence in case we’re needed beyond our regular working hours. I don’t mind. It saves me rent money.”

“Your voice makes me think you’re mighty young, Doctor, and that last remark of yours clinched it. What’s your name again?”

There was a slight pause before the reply. “My name is Boozer. Dr. Boozer, that is.”

He laughed. “Boozer? That name must have been a cross to bear at times.”

“I got used to it. By the time I was ten, I’d heard every schoolyard jest that can be made about it, but after people become acquainted with me they stop noticing. And my parents tried to temper its effects by giving me an ordinary first name—James. Like yours.”

“Boozer.” Gardner considered it. “No doubt people think the name means you are descended from drunkards. I don’t suppose it does, though.”

“Well, not in our case. I can’t speak for the original owners. I’m sure our surname was a leftover from the white folks back where my parents came from, because its origin is Scottish, and we most definitely are not. I looked it up one time in the library when I was in Pennsylvania. It’s a variation of Bousay, but God only knows what that means.”

“You must spend a lot of time explaining that.”

“It’s best to get it out of the way quickly, I’ve found. Anyhow, the staff says that you are an educated fellow yourself, Mr. Gardner, and your conversation certainly bears that out. When you called the courtroom your home ground, did you mean that you were a lawyer?”

“I am a lawyer, young man. I still am one. And when I get shed of this place, I shall resume my practice immediately back in Mercer County, so don’t go thinking of me as a permanent fixture around here.”

“I wish you well, Ja— Mr. Gardner. And we’ll do our best to send you on your way. God knows we need the space. They called lights-out a long while back, yet here you are, gazing out the window. Are you having trouble sleeping?”

“I savor the silence in the dead of night. If I had to exist only in the cacophony of daytime here, I would indeed go mad.”

“I know. It helps to think of them as injured. They don’t have any visible wounds to prove that, but I’m certain they suffer just as much.”

“Canst thou not minister to a mind diseased?” The mockery in Gardner’s voice was unmistakable.

“We do what we can. Some people are easier to reach than others. I’d like to help you, if you’d ever like to talk about things.”

“Perhaps one day, young man. But you haven’t lived long enough yet to have had much experience of the world. I warn you that the things I say, which to you will seem the sheerest lunacy, will be the plain unvarnished truth.”

“Are you standing at that window watching for the red-eyed demon some of the patients claim is out there?”

Gardner laughed. “Perhaps I am, Doctor. And perhaps I cannot tell a hawk from a handsaw. But I’ll tell you one thing I did not ever see—the ghost of Zona Heaster Shue.”

“Who is that?”

“A white lady—just a country girl who died a long time back. I never met her, but she lost a case for me in court. She testified for the prosecution.”

“Before she died, you mean?”

Mr. Gardner laughed. “No, after!”
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GREENBRIER COUNTY, WEST VIRGINIA

1896

I WASN’T THERE.

I reckon that’s when the trouble started, though, that September day on the farm in the Richlands, where Zona was staying for a while, away from home and enjoying the last of late summer with her cousins and their friends. We hoped they’d keep her out of mischief, but we knew from bitter experience that Zona did as she pleased, and propriety be damned. Well, she was a grown girl, so I had little choice but to let her go. I used to try to make her act ladylike, but she was such a lovely, winsome little thing that her father could never bring himself to rein her in—he will have to live with that.

At the time I was halfway across the county on the farm in Meadow Bluff, tending to the cooking and the washing, and minding the younger children, same as always. Zona was well past twenty, and sometimes I could feel every minute of my forty-six years, so I could have used her help around the place, but Zona wasn’t one to be stuck with her folks on a mountain farm in the back of beyond. She’d have hitched her wagon to a skunk, much less a star, just to get away from home and out into the world. She’d already tried once, but that ended in tears.

I heard an account of that fateful day, when it was too late to matter, from Sarah, the oldest of the Richlands cousins, who made a tale of it as country folk do for want of any other entertainment. I don’t blame her for what came after. Seems like it was destined to happen, and no one could have stopped it.

“The lady visitor from Lewisburg came hobbling up the lane to the farm that afternoon,” she told me. “And she was a lady, too. Everything from the cut of her clothes to her air of calm superiority proclaimed that. It came so natural to her that you couldn’t even take offense. She was leading a lame chestnut mare, and as soon as she spied me, she asked for a cup of water—or milk, if we could spare it.

“She was smudged with road dust, and damp with sweat, but in spite of that we could tell from her fancy broadcloth riding clothes and those high-polished black boots of hers that she was as much of a thoroughbred as that saddle horse beside her. She looked to be one of the society ladies staying over at the grand hotel folks call the Old White, but that was miles away from us, over in White Sulphur Springs. No society lady would ever have ridden that far alone on an afternoon excursion. Zona was somewhere about the house, but the visitor’s arrival had put her right out of my mind, so I didn’t call for her. Instead, I hurried down the steps to meet the lady, mainly to be hospitable, but also because I didn’t want her in our little parlor with its faded horsehair sofa and the worn rug I’d braided myself from rags. I wasn’t ashamed of it, exactly; it was clean and all we could afford, but I was afraid that if I let her in, I’d see it ever after through her eyes—shabby and cheap.

“It turned out she had been visiting folks she knew over in Lewisburg, and she rode out this way past the ladies’ academy, down the Midland Trail for a change of scenery. Nobody coming straight from the hotel would happen upon our place unless they’d been to Lewisburg first. We live nearly twenty miles away—too far from there even to sell their cooks some vegetables from our garden for their dining room, or a side of beef or some chickens, the way farm folk who live closer to the hotel do. I wish we did live closer; we could do with the extra money.

“I’ll bet those who sell their vegetables and hens to the hotel wouldn’t recognize them if they happened to dine there—not after all the tarting up that’s done to them in that kitchen of theirs, sauces and spices and I don’t know what all. Nobody around here ever does go there, but we hear tales now and again from folks with kin working there. Peculiar food and outlandish clothes; if I had their money, I’d have better things to spend it on.

“I just mostly fry up or boil what we eat, but I’ve had no complaints about my cooking. We’re plain folks, and plain food suits us just fine. I wouldn’t be asking this lady guest to sit supper with us, either, that’s for sure.

“Said she had borrowed a horse from the people she was visiting, and she had ridden out along the pike for an afternoon excursion, but her horse stumbled and threw a shoe on the stones. She wasn’t thrown, but she’d had to dismount, of course. Leading the mare, she’d hobbled into the first lane she came to—you recall that you can see our place from the main road; it’s not far. I bade her come on up, and she sank down on our front porch, worn out by the ordeal of her quarter-mile walk. I tried not to smile as she held forth about her afternoon’s tribulations. Why, us farmers’ wives walk farther than that just seeing to the hens and the garden, but it would have been rude to tell her so.

“I sent our youngest across the pike a ways after the blacksmith, and then I went inside to get the lady some fresh milk out of the jug, marveling that anyone could so blithely put complete strangers to any trouble on their behalf, for it’s not a thing that would come easily to most folks around here.”

At that point in her recitation, I nodded at my cousin, knowing exactly how she felt. Around here we don’t hold with being in debt, and accepting a favor is simply a different way of owing someone. Better to grant a favor than to have to ask for one, though, so I’m sure she thanked Providence that the situation was not the other way around.

“Our youngest is twelve, you know, and he chafes at being pent up here on the farm, as he calls it, so he was glad enough to go on this errand, before his daddy got back from the fields with more chores for him to do before suppertime.

“We could spare all the milk our thirsty visitor cared to drink, for, although folks like us seldom have much ready cash, there is always enough to eat on a farm, and I gave it to the lady willingly enough, just for the pleasure of admiring her fine green riding habit and the black felt hat with a green feather in the band. We don’t get to see colorful strangers all that often here, and since the fancy hotel is so far away, she was a rare sight indeed. Mostly I see other farm wives in homemade dresses in church on a Sunday, and I know their wardrobes by heart.

“The lady’s broadcloth coat and skirt did not count as finery to her, of course. They were only clothes for an afternoon ride, but they probably cost more than everything we had in the house—certainly more than all the clothes we owned, for I made most of those myself, and I’ve never had a store-bought dress in my life.”

Neither have I, I thought when Cousin Sarah said that. Well, I wouldn’t have any use for such finery, anyhow, living out here near Sewell Mountain, but back when I was of courting age, I’d have liked the chance to put on such clothes as the ones my cousin described. Maybe a satin gown would have changed my life.

But I never danced at the Old White, and no prince ever came riding out of a storybook to take me away. I never was the beauty to draw beaux from miles around, so when I got far enough past twelve to think on leaving home to set up housekeeping, I married up with Jacob Heaster, whose folks lived near us over on the other side of Sewell Mountain. He was two years older than me, but I’d known him from church and school all my life, and though there weren’t too awful many girls to choose from in our community, I reckon he could’a done worse, and maybe I could’a done better, but we soldiered on and made a family, which is all there is, when you come right down to it. The rest is just trimmings.

The war was on when I was young, but instead of bringing gallant soldiers to our area to charm the hearts of the local maidens, it took all our eligible young bucks away, killed a fair few of them, and sent back a slew of others maimed in body or spirit, so that many a young girl back then ended her days as a spinster. Lucky for both of us: Jacob wasn’t but thirteen when the war commenced. He could have gone—there’s some that young that did—but my Jacob did not, and so in 1870, after it was all over, I got me a husband, when many a likely-looking girl did without. At least my Zona was born too late to suffer that, though I’ll wager she was pretty enough to have beaten out every other belle in the settlement.

If we moved nearer to the county town, I thought, Zona might have landed herself someone besides a poor dirt farmer. A beauty when she’s young has that one chance to catch the eye of a gentleman, so I didn’t object overmuch when Zona asked to spend a few weeks visiting in Richlands. Chances don’t come too awful many times in life.

I was thinking back on all that, wishing Zona could have had clothes as fine as the lady’s riding habit, and nodding while my cousin prattled on about what had happened that day. By and by her boy had come ambling back down the lane followed by a tall, strapping stranger.

“I hadn’t seen him before,” Sarah said, “but he had the look of a workingman, handsome enough, with crinkly black hair and a wide smile, but big, too, and brawny from the heavy work he did at the forge. He carried his tools in an open wooden box, and he wore a leather apron over his shirt and trousers to save them from the mud and sparks when he shod the animals. I was surprised to see a new fellow. I was expecting James Crookshanks, who owns the smithy there on the creek at Livesay’s Mill, down a ways and on the other side of the Midland Trail. Crookshanks must have hired on new help quite recently, though, for I hadn’t heard tell of this fellow, and from the look of him, the word of his arrival would spread among the ladies soon enough, especially if he was in need of a wife.

“He wasn’t all that young, though. Thirty if he was a day, I thought, so if he didn’t have a wife, he must have misplaced her. He had strong, even features and a chiseled, square-chinned face that would have looked fitten on one of those statues of Greek gods you see in the history books, but the effect was a bit tainted by his frayed and sweaty work shirt and those grimy britches, going threadbare at the knees. Either he had no one to do his washing and mending for him, or he hadn’t many changes of clothes. Probably both, I thought, but he was new to the community; it wouldn’t be hard for him to dazzle a hopeful young woman into doing his laundry, for he was uncommonly handsome.”

I nodded, knowing exactly what Sarah meant, but even if I hadn’t been a long-married woman, I wouldn’t have been taken in by that fellow. There’s many a woman who would not see beyond a sculptured face, but I had lived through enough hard times to know that beauty and goodness are not always the same thing—especially in a man. I wouldn’t put it past such a fellow to find a plump and plain spinster, still young and foolish enough to be hopeful, and to encourage her to show her devotion by doing his mending and making him dinners. He’d get shed of her fast enough, of course, when someone better came along, but you couldn’t warn a homely woman about that. It would only hurt her twice.

“Oh, he was all smiles,” my cousin remembered, “for handsome people expect to be liked and welcomed, as if the pleasure of seeing them is a gift they give you. I didn’t smile back, though. I don’t take naturally to strangers, and besides there’s many a poisonous plant that’s pretty to look at.

“The burly Adonis came up to the foot of the steps, to where the horsewoman and I were standing, still grinning like a wave on a slop bucket, and right off he said how-do to the lady and me, eying the both of us, bold as brass. You could tell he didn’t have much use for me, though. My worn calico house dress, my graying hair, and the little lines around my mouth told him I was too old and commonplace to be worth bothering about, though he’d be civil enough, in case he should think up a use for me later on, something to do with a needle or a washboard like as not. His eyes slid right past me, and I could see him taking the measure of that young society woman as if she were a horse he was thinking of buying, instead of the possessor of one. I smiled a little at that, because I was thinking, She’s well beyond your price range, fellow, for all your fine looks, and I reckon the same thought must have occurred to him, because a moment later, he lowered the wick on his charm and turned away from the steps to give his attention to the stone-bruised mare. He patted her neck, spoke a few soothing words in her ear when she shied, and lifted her damaged hoof with practiced steadiness as if it were no heavier than a china teacup.

“After a few moments’ inspection, he dug a little iron pick out of his assortment of tools, and poked at the stone until it came loose and fell into the dust at his feet. He stood up again, letting the horse’s hoof fall back gently into the dirt, and mopped his brow with a faded bandana.

“Well, I reckon that’ll set her to rights, ma’am, he declared, but she’ll need a new shoe anyhow. And she’ll be tender-footed for the better part of a week, so you’d best not ride her.

“The lady murmured her thanks. I’d like to get her shod before I take her back, though, as a courtesy to my hosts who lent her to me. Can you take care of that? She was accustomed to dealing with servants; you could tell.

“He nodded. Forge is just over the way there. I’ll lead her over there and get her shod quick as I can. How far from home are you?

“She hesitated, as if it didn’t seem right to confide any particulars to a strange young man who wasn’t even her class to begin with. I’m visiting some people in Lewisburg. Five miles, perhaps?

“He mopped his brow again. I make it closer to six, ma’am. But it would seem like more on a hot day like this. Too far for you to ride her back safely, and I don’t reckon your shoe leather would stand the hike. I’d be happy to carry you home, though, ma’am, on one of Crookshanks’s mounts, if you don’t mind riding behind the saddle. Then, when you get to where you’re staying, you can send somebody back for the mare.

“I put a stop to that quick enough. We’ll see that you get home, I put in before the lady could answer him. She might be dewy enough to mistake impudence for kindness, but I was not. When the smith here is done shoeing your mare, one of my sons can take you to town in our wagon, and we can tie the horse’s lead rein to the back. She should be all right on that bruised foot if you go slow enough.

“She had the grace to blush a little, and I knew she had actually been considering taking him up on his offer, but instead she nodded at me and managed to smile. That might be best. Thank you.

“The likely-looking blacksmith was still standing there, holding the mare’s reins and trying to think if there was anything he could say besides good-bye, when the screen door opened, and there was your Zona, a-standing there on the threshold, taking in the scene.”

So that’s how it happened, I thought. As random as a lightning strike and just as deadly, but painful or not I needed to hear tell of it.

“She contrived to look surprised. I thought I heard voices out here, she said, all innocence. Zona looked at the lady long enough to take in the style of her finery, for, as you well know, that girl was always a great one for fashion and getting gussied up. With barely a glance at the shining chestnut mare, she turned her attention to the likely-looking blacksmith, and he returned her gaze with the same toothy smile you’d see on a hound dog that had figured out that this particular cured ham was hanging low enough for it to reach.

“I confess it: I didn’t like the big-eyed stare she was shooting back at him, either.”

I could well imagine. My daughter, Zona, was a pert little thing, with wide hazel eyes and a strawberry blonde mane that she tied in braids, loose enough so that wings of shining hair hung down below her ears like a satin drapery. Zona needed watching—we knew that of old—but yet and still she was past twenty-one and there was only so much anybody could do to keep her in the traces. Hindsight being what it is, I wished my cousin had had a broom in her hand at that minute. I would have given anything in the world for her to have swatted Zona right back into the house, to keep her away from that man, but it was too late even then, and it would never have happened anyhow. Such a display wouldn’t have been seemly in front of company, and besides the damage was already done the minute those two set eyes upon one another. Having seen her, he would find her again, same as any tomcat would. I twisted my handkerchief as I listened, wishing that fine lady had chosen someplace else to take her injured horse.

The elder cousin took up the tale again. “Zona put her hands on her hips, and gave the stranger a wry smile, eyebrows arched and eyes a-dancing. Well, mister, I ain’t seen you around here before.

“He grinned back, with his charm at full wick again. I ain’t been here that long, missy, so I reckon that’s why.

“She tilted her head, like she was sizing him up. Where do you hail from then, Mister . . . ?

“He grinned, basking in the attention from a pretty young miss. Name’s Erasmus Shue, which I kind’a changed to Edward, on account of it’s such a mouthful. But folks mostly call me Trout. How ’bout yourself?

“That society lady and me, we might as well have been a couple of flies on the porch rail for all the notice those two took of us after that.

“By now Zona was well nigh smirking at him—cat-in-the-cream-jug smug, she was. Well, Mr. Shue—the name fits the trade, I see—I am Miss Elva Zona Heaster, a visitor to my cousin’s house here. How do.

“He inclined his head, like a little mock bow. A pleasure, Miss Heaster. It is ‘Miss,’ is it not? I thought so. Well, I’ll tell you what. I’ll have my hands full carrying this here toolbox, so if you don’t mind giving me a hand with that mare, we’ll walk across the pike to Crookshanks’s smithy, and you can hear the story of my life. I sure would like to hear yours.

“When he said that, Zona was off that porch and into the yard like a calf who’s found the fence gap. Without a by-your-leave to me or the lady, she picked up the horse’s lead rein and fell into step beside the blacksmith, and neither one of them thought to ask my permission. Not for the first time, I was sorry I’d ever agreed to let Zona come over the mountain and stay a spell with us.”

Cousin Sarah couldn’t have regretted that kindness more than I did, but what’s done is done, and there was no use lamenting the fact, so I only asked her what happened after that.

“After that? Well, the lady handed me back the cup of milk, and she had the good manners not to make any comments about what had just gone on under our noses. She looked around her, smiling at the chickens scratching in the dirt a few yards away, and then at the rolling green hills of pasture in front of the house. How peaceful it is here! she said. Nothing ever changes at all.

“I returned her smile to be civil, and I offered to show her my flower garden while we waited for the horse to be shod, but as we walked across the grass, I was thinking how mistaken she was. Even if you stayed in the same place and did the same thing day in and day out, everything changed, whether you noticed it or not.”

Didn’t I know it! Things change while your attention is taken up elsewhere, and before you know it, everything is different. Things looked like they’d stay the same forever where I was born at the other end of the county, over Sewell Mountain way, a patchwork of farms and woods, set among these hills, near about twenty miles from my cousin’s farm in the Richlands. That elegant hotel was open then, over in White Sulphur Springs, same as now, but since it was clear at the other end of the county, it might as well have been the moon for all it had in common with our backwoods settlement. Back up Sewell Mountain, we raised our own food in the garden and the stock pen, and I mopped, and cooked, and scrubbed the clothes on a washboard so much that the days all ran together and I’d have to look out the window to see whether it was fall or spring. And since I sewed all the family’s clothes, fashion never altered much from one year to the next around here, but things changed all right, even so.

For starters, I had lived in two different states without even crossing the road.

That was on account of the war, of course. Aside from a little set-to in Lewisburg late in the war, and a bigger one in the next county at Droop Mountain back in ’63, we didn’t see overmuch in the way of fighting in these parts—nothing much here worth fighting over, I reckon—but all the same, a few months before I turned fifteen, I woke up one morning and learned that I no longer lived in Virginia. Some politicians from even farther away than the Old White Hotel had taken it upon themselves to vote to make the western part of the Old Dominion into a whole separate state. I was only a young girl, and it didn’t affect me none then—the grass still grew, and the chicken tasted the same on Sunday—but it taught me early on that even if you stood stock-still and did nothing at all, things could change for you completely in the twinkling of an eye. Besides that, every move you did make could work for good or ill to alter the course of your life.

Jacob and I talked a time or two about moving away from Meadow Bluff toward the other end of Greenbrier County, maybe to a farm a few miles down the pike from Lewisburg, and I’d give worlds to know what would have happened had we done that. It looked like a sensible choice back then. Poor people don’t often get much in the way of choices. I don’t reckon that was Jacob’s fault, us being poor, and I married him young, knowing that he had no land of his own and no trade save for farming, so if I was discontent I’d have only myself to blame. I did hope, though, if we worked hard and the country recovered from the war, our fortunes would change. If they did, it wasn’t for the better. By the time Jacob and I reached our midthirties, with our children most nigh grown, I knew we had about all we were ever likely to get: four acres of our own, plus what he earned working for other people.

He might have prospered if we had moved down into the valley near town, because the soil was better there, and the farms were bigger. He might have got hired on to work a goodly bit of acreage over near my cousin’s place at Livesay’s Mill. I told myself that the children might have had more chances in life if we left the hills, and perhaps I was right about that, but the thing to remember about chances is there’s bad luck as well as good. Anyhow, I let Zona go off visiting on her own that summer.

All my cousin could tell me about the rest of that fateful day was that an hour or so after Zona left with the blacksmith, Aunt Martha Jones’s boy from over the way brought back the lady’s horse, and collected the half-dollar the smith charged for shoeing it, but it was well past suppertime before Zona ever came back.



three


PERHAPS THERE WAS SOME dangerous middle ground between being too pretty and not being pretty enough. I had tried to say as much to Zona once, in one of her tempers, and she didn’t thank me for it. Perhaps it was a cruel thing to say, but it was my duty to warn her before she ruined her future with her headstrong ways. Much as I wanted her to be safe and happy, I never had much luck talking sense into Zona. She was always dead set on doing whatever she pleased, and she was always sure that she knew best. That quarrel between us blew over, as they always did, but I didn’t hold out much hope that she would remember my warning, even though I had told her the plain truth.

“You don’t know beans about courting!” she shouted at me once, in the midst of one of our set-tos. “You grew up on a mountain farm with precious few beaux to choose from on account of the war.”

“I know well enough,” I told her, though it was true that I had never been the wild girl Zona was. I settled on Jacob before I turned fifteen, and that was that. “You’d have to grow up in a root cellar not to know what men are like.”

Maybe you could be pretty enough for a man to want to trifle with you, but not pretty enough for him to take the trouble to keep you. Or maybe you could be pretty enough to be worth having, but not the soft, submissive, hardworking little woman that a man generally ends up choosing for a wife. Zona was pretty, and she knew it. That made her think she needn’t bother to mind her ways. She saw no reason to be meek and mild, or to wait for some man to choose her. Thought she was entitled to do the choosing herself, Zona did. She was altogether too sharp and outspoken for her own good, and I told her so, but she just tossed her head, shaking that red mane of hers, and said I was being old-fashioned, and that times were changing as we headed into the new century. I don’t think I was wrong, though. Times may change, but men mostly don’t.

Well before Edward “Call me Trout” Shue came ambling along, with his possum grin and his storybook profile, we’d had trouble with Zona. Living way out near Sewell Mountain hadn’t given her too many chances to flaunt her prettiness, but she still found ways to court trouble. She had more than her share of beaux—not enough to fill up a barn dance, as she’d have liked, but a few steady local farm boys—but they weren’t to her liking. They were the quiet, steadfast fellows inclined to sow one tiny patch of wild oats afore they settled on a sensible wife and helpmeet to tend the farm. Those young men might have admired a beauty, but there were things that mattered more: a diligent, house-proud, hardworking wife who could get up at dawn to bake biscuits, knock the dirt out of work clothes with hot water and a battlin’ stick, and tend the garden and the laying hens. A farmer’s helpmeet who toiled too long and hard in weather and sun to keep her beauty much past twenty. Zona was nobody’s idea of that kind of woman—not even her own—but sometimes a man can be dazzled by a lovely face, and get himself into scrapes he’ll regret later.

To her daddy’s way of thinking, she ought to have been married already. Who ever heard of a farm girl as pretty as she was reaching the age of twenty without being wed? She ought to have had more choices than a fox in a henhouse, but for whatever reason, either the young men weren’t up to scratch for her or else she didn’t suit them. Perhaps the truth was that, on account of her pretty face, she thought more of herself than perhaps she should have, and that made her too hard to please. Or maybe she had so many choices that she just decided to postpone getting on with the rest of her life, and she resolved to enjoy every last minute of her youth and freedom. I suppose we should have been stricter with her, and insisted that she give more thought to the future. Her father seldom put his foot down where Zona was concerned. I should have hectored him into being stricter with her, but I’d had a short and lackluster youth myself, and I think I was secretly glad to see her glorying in all the fun that I never had. There’s little enough time for a woman to be young in this world.

Lewisburg may be a flyspeck of a town, compared to Cincinnati or Washington or Louisville, and Meadow Bluff was barely a settlement, but I reckon Zona could find trouble in a horse trough if she put her mind to it. And find trouble she did. I don’t know where she met that George Woldridge. She wanted to go sashaying off to dances and socials with all the other young people about, but though her looks might have taken her to fancy places, her social class and lack of money kept her out, more’s the pity. We lived so far from town that she didn’t often get a chance to go anywhere. We were glad of that and thought we were protecting her, but George Woldridge must have turned up somewhere along the way, at somebody else’s place, perhaps, or else maybe she just met him on her own. She never brought him to the house. The first I heard of him was when I found her weeping into her apron on the back steps.

“What’s got into you, girl?” I said. She would weep as quickly from vexation at being left out of a party as she would from turning her ankle—there was no telling what had put her out of sorts. I was edging past her down the steps with the wicker basket, more set on getting the clothes off the line before those rain clouds let loose than I was about whatever little shadow was darkening Zona’s day.

“My monthlies never came,” she said, hiding her face in the folds of her apron so that I had to strain to hear the words.

“Your mon—” That sat me down. I let the empty basket tumble on down the steps into the grass, and we sat there without speaking for another minute or two while I tried to take it in. The rain came and I stared out across the yard, watching clouds of mist curtain off the hills, and then pellets of rain began to fall, and the sheets got soaked on the clothesline, but I didn’t register it somehow. Or maybe it just didn’t seem important anymore. Zona was in the family way. That put paid to all her hopes of a storybook life and to all the fine dreams I’d had of getting to watch it happen.

“What were you thinking of doing about it?” I said after a while, when her weeping subsided some, and when I could trust my own voice to keep steady and not give way to sobs.

She shook her head. “I don’t know, Mama. All this time I’ve been hoping I was wrong, instead of thinking about what comes next.”

“Well, do you know which of the young men . . .”

“Of course I do!” Her voice squeaked a little as outrage overtook her misery. “There ain’t been but one. It’s George Woldridge. He’s wonderful strong, and tolerably handsome, though not too much for brains. Why, he could pick me up with one hand, as if I wasn’t nothing but a doll.”

I sniffed. “He ought not to have done any such thing. Besides, I don’t see that any of that counts for anything. What does he do?”

“He works as a logger now and again, but lately he’s been hired on at that farm down by the main road, the one on the right side on the way to town.”

I knew which farm she meant. We weren’t well acquainted with the people who owned it, not being kin to them or members of the same church, but we’d see them and their hired folk and their families sometimes at community gatherings. I didn’t know the man she named, though.

“Can this Woldridge fellow afford to take a wife? Well, I don’t suppose that matters now, does it?”

Zona’s face was red and her eyes had swollen into squinty little slits, making her look more like a hobgoblin than a pretty farmer’s daughter. I thought she’d better learn to govern her nerve storms better than that before trying to face down either her beau or her daddy with her tale of woe. Her beauty was her saving grace, and she’d best not try to do battle without it.

“You must pull yourself together, Zona,” I said, though I was close to tears myself. “We’ve no choice but to tell your father about this, but what he will say about it, I don’t know. Thank the Lord he’s not a man of violence, or else your young man might be make-work for the undertaker. As it is, I would expect your father to go and have a talk with the fellow at once to see about arranging a wedding at the earliest possible time. Nothing fancy, of course. Just a simple service in the parlor with only family present.”

Zona’s eyes welled up again. “Talking to him won’t do no good, Mama. He’s already said he has no intention of marrying me—and I don’t know that I’d want him to.”

“Not want him to? I don’t see that either one of you has much choice in the matter, Zona, not with a baby on the way . . .”

The tears stopped, and her nostrils flared. Zona’s temper overcame her grief. “What does that matter? George doesn’t own the farm. He just works there. He hardly makes enough money to feed himself, much less a ready-made family. Anyhow, I liked him well enough to begin with, but I’ve gone off him now. Anybody would, the way he’s been acting.”

“And just how has he been acting?”

“I went to him as soon as I was sure. Told him I was in the family way. And he acted like I had done it on purpose to snare him into marriage. He as much as said so. The conceited fool! As if he was a prize—him with his no-account job and a gut that’ll make him look like a tusk hog in ten years if he isn’t careful. He’d be lucky to have me.”

“Well, Zona, it seems that he already has.”

She flushed. “Anyhow, George was furious with me. Said he didn’t give a tinker’s dam if I had as many young’uns as a farrowing sow, he’d still not marry me. Said he’d swear before the law that the baby weren’t his if I persisted. So what am I to do? Force him to marry me? Would you call that being better off?”

I just sat there on the porch steps, staring out at that curtain of cloud mist that was hiding the hills and wishing that we could pack up everything we owned and head off to the eastern end of the county, where she’d have better suitors to choose from—and wishing even more that we had done it before it was too late.

[image: Image]

We ended up waiting a couple of days before we did anything. I needed time to think it over. Zona was more than two months gone by the time she told me her news, so a few days one way or the other wouldn’t have made any difference. Finally, when she managed to calm down and I had got used to the idea, we decided to tell Jacob about his daughter’s trouble. Even though it wasn’t even Sunday, we cooked fried chicken with mashed potatoes and milk gravy—his favorites—for supper that evening, and topped off the meal with a lattice-crust apple pie, to make sure that he’d be in a good mood before we broke the news.

Zona let me do most of the talking. She sat there on the hassock by her daddy’s chair, sweet and sorrowful, with a clean white apron over her calico dress and a pale blue ribbon in her hair, looking as pure as Mary in a manger scene. She was our only daughter, and Jacob doted on her, though he thought he didn’t let it show. Like most men, he never saw beyond her pretty face, and I was sorry that I had to be the one to make him see the truth.

When I finished putting the facts to him as gently as I could, Jacob just sat there for a moment, staring as if he hadn’t made sense of what I’d been saying. Finally he sighed and shook his head. “This here’s the wages of that girl’s wild ways, Mary Jane. It’s no use coming to me with it now.”

Zona wept prettily this time, with dewy tears just wetting her eyelashes and making her hazel eyes sparkle. She dabbed at her cheeks with the handkerchief she had stuffed up her sleeve. “Oh, Daddy, there must be something you can do! I don’t know what I’ll do if you don’t help me. Mama said you could make it all right. Find me a better catch, or tell folks the baby is yours and Mama’s, or make it go away somehow. Won’t you please try?”

I had said no such thing, but it didn’t matter. Jacob wasn’t to be swayed by his daughter’s wiles this time. He gave her a sorrowful look, and there were tears in his eyes, too. The last ones he would ever shed for her. “Daughter, you sowed more wild oats than a decent woman ever ought to, and I own that your mother and I ought to have reined you in well before now. We must accept our share of the blame for what has befallen you. That said, I don’t know that I can find it in me to fault that George Woldridge for refusing to burden himself with damaged goods. Why should he buy the cow when the milk was given to him for free?”

Zona looked as if he’d slapped her, and although I could see her father’s point of view—if she were somebody else’s daughter, I might even have shared it—still, I knew he was only lashing out in the pain of his disappointment. It wasn’t right to let a family member suffer, though, even if the trouble was of her own making. Men sometimes put justice ahead of loyalty, but I’ve never known a woman to do it.

“It seems to me that there’s blame to be placed on both sides,” I said.

“But her reputation . . .”

“Jacob, the man isn’t an English lord.” That’s an expression I got from my own father. He wasn’t a lord, either, but he was an Englishman. “George Woldridge is a day laborer, working now as a stockman on that farm down by the main road. I wouldn’t be surprised if he drank his wages the very day he got them. He’d be doing Zona no favor by marrying her. He’d be doing his duty. That’s all.”

Jacob sighed again. “She ought to have had more pride than to settle for that. I had hopes for the girl.”

“Maybe Zona was too free with her favors—I daresay she was—but George Woldridge did not turn down the offer, and that baby she’s carrying is the proof of that, so he must shoulder his share of the blame as well. I don’t see why he should be allowed to escape the consequences while poor Zona here is burdened for life, both with the child and with the loss of her reputation. Besides, if he doesn’t own up to his responsibility for this child, who do you think is going to bear the cost of supporting it?”

We were, that’s who, and it was just as well that Jacob be reminded of it. We had little enough money as it was—times were never easy on a hardscrabble mountain farm—and small boys of our own to provide for somehow. Zona was well past the age when she should have been married and settled, leaving us with one less child to contend with. She ought to have been a comfort that we could look to in our old age. Instead, she was proposing to present us with another mouth to feed. Jacob might have been sitting there fretting over fairness and honor, but I had no intention of standing for it, nor of taking the child, for I knew full well that Zona would have done none of the work of looking after it.

“Well, we’ll think on it all some more,” I said. I would think on it, anyhow. I did not intend to let her get round her father and persuade him to take it in. “Zona, you can come and help me with the washing up, and leave your daddy in peace.”

Something had to be done about the situation—I had not changed my mind about that—but right then I saw that it was no use expecting Jacob Heaster to take a hand in it. That same gentle spirit—I would not call it anything harsher—that kept him out of the war as a young man would make him liable to indulge his daughter and likewise unwilling to confront the scoundrel who ruined her. Easier to blame Zona and let it go, he would think, but I was not going to stand for that, knowing full well who would bear the brunt of the burden. I would have to see to matters myself.

A few days later I left Zona to look after her youngest brothers and walked the few miles to the big farm down the road. I put on my second-best church dress and my straw bonnet, for I wanted to impress this Woldridge fellow with the fact that we were respectable people, not to be trifled with and likely to have more influence with the local authorities than he did. It was midmorning when I got there, and I hoped to find him out working in the fields or the barn by himself because I didn’t want to advertise our private business to all and sundry.

When I reached the dirt lane that led into the farm, I was dusty and hot from the long walk in the sunshine, and I hoped I wouldn’t meet the owner of the place, for I wanted to get this matter settled without providing any grist for the gossip mill if I could help it. The farmhouse was neat and tidy, and they must have had a couple of hundred acres in crops and pasture. If George Woldridge had been any kin to those folks, it might have been a different matter, but I knew he was just a laborer here. I doubt if the owner knew much about him, certainly not what he’d been getting up to in his time off. I wasn’t going near the house; my business was with the fellows who’d likely be somewhere in the vicinity of the barn. I quickened my step, scarcely noticing anything around me, because I was busy rehearsing my set piece in my mind. The scoundrel had taken advantage of my daughter; he would not take advantage of me in an argument.

Just before I reached the door of the barn, a rangy man in overalls came out. “How do,” I said. “I’m looking to have a word with George Woldridge.”

The fellow squinted into the sunshine, trying to place me, but I just stood there, waiting for an answer. It wasn’t any of his business what I’d come about. Finally he rubbed the stubble on his jaw and said, “Well, ma’am, last time I seen him, he was headed out to cut brush over that hill yonder.”

So he was out working alone away from the farmyard. That was better. I didn’t want to have to wrangle with him at the barn with long-eared hired men hanging on our every word. I thanked the fellow and headed off in the direction of his pointing, wishing that I’d had the sense not to wear my second-best church clothes instead of getting all gussied up to have words with a farmhand on a brambled hillside. Another quarter mile of walking alongside the south pasture fence got me within hailing distance of the hill, and I could see a man about a third of the way up, scything the weeds and making a brush pile.

“You! George Woldridge!”

He turned with an obliging smile plastered on his face, but it faded quickly enough. He might have recognized me, for there is some likeness between Zona and me. His mustache quivered, and he looked wildly left and right, like a coon trapped by hounds and searching for the nearest tree. Maybe he was thinking that Jacob must have come with me—surely a woman wouldn’t come alone on such an errand as this. Well, he reckoned without a mother’s determination there. I could tell that he figured Zona’s daddy must be close by, and that a shotgun wedding was in his immediate future, or anyhow a shotgun. I hoped he wouldn’t get into such a panic that he’d come after me with that scythe, and then I wished there had been somebody besides me to take him on, but I was determined to stand my ground. I’d do it alone because I had to. Zona would have been no help—like as not she would cry, or else she’d believe whatever lie he told in order to buy himself some time.

Woldridge mopped his brow with a grimy bandana, which he stuffed back into the bib of his overalls. He was a swarthy fellow, with skin coarsened by working in the sun and a gut that promised he’d run to fat sooner rather than later. I wondered what Zona had seen in him—probably nothing except the chance to have an adventure.

“I’m awful busy right now, ma’am. Gotta have this hill cleared by dark.” He backed away from me, trying not to look at me at all. Instead he kept staring at the brush pile, as if his work was too important to be interrupted, which was nonsense. This was the sort of chore you gave a man to do when there wasn’t much else that needed to be taken care of.

I didn’t intend to have a conversation at hailing distance, so I started to thread my way up that little hill, taking care to avoid the loose stones and tree roots that might have sent me tumbling back down again. As I got close, George Woldridge tried to edge away, but I caught hold of his shirtsleeve. Since there was nobody around to see us, I figured there was nothing to stop me from making a scene. I wouldn’t have wanted to, in the ordinary way of things, but if that was the only way to get the weasel’s attention, I’d not shrink from it.

“Would you rather continue this discussion back at the main house with your boss listening in? Or in a court of law, perhaps?”

He sighed, knowing that he was beaten. “Have it your own way, ma’am. Let’s just walk back down the slope and into the pasture a little ways, so’s you won’t fall down this hill and go to blaming me for that.”

“You can walk me back toward the barn,” I told him. I didn’t think there was any meanness in him, but I wanted people to be able to hear me scream if it came to that. When we were back on level ground and had commenced to head back to the lane, I said, “You know who I am, don’t you?”

“Reckon you’d be Miz Heaster from down the road a piece.”

“I am Zona’s mother.”

“Yes, ma’am. I figured you were. Ah . . . Zona.” He hung his head. “She’s a pretty little thing, I’ll give her that. But the truth is that what was between us was not love and respect, but only high spirits. On both sides. We were sporting, as young people do, and I had a jar of moonshine with me, and I reckon we got carried away. I never figured she was in love with me, and I never said I cared for her. I am real sorry for her trouble, though.”

“Her trouble?”

“Well, our trouble then, or maybe the trouble of whoever is the child’s father. It could be mine—I’ll not deny that—but we can’t be sure of that, any more than we can be sure which tom fathered the barn cat’s latest litter. I was not the first with Zona, and mayhap I wasn’t the last, either. I think she got tired of me after a while. I don’t think I had enough airs and graces to suit Miss Zona. Not enough money, neither. So I don’t see what I can do about it.”

I began to wish that I’d brought, if not Jacob himself, then at least his shotgun. I drew myself up. “Well, sir, I had hoped that you’d be man enough to accept your responsibility in this matter. I expected you to be a gentleman by instinct if not by breeding.”

He shrugged. “If you’re talking about marriage, Miz Heaster, I don’t reckon that would solve anybody’s problem. I don’t have two nickels to rub together, much less the wherewithal to be supporting a wife and baby. And I’m not persuaded that Zona would want such a union any more than I do. She was awful cold toward me, last time I seen her. ’Course I said some things in the heat of the moment that were not altogether kind.”

“I heard.”

“Well, like I said, I am uncommonly sorry that this has happened, but I don’t know what I can do about it, ma’am. I don’t think you’d want to see a grandchild of yours raised in poverty without a fixed home.”

I wouldn’t, but that didn’t mean I was going to let him off the hook so easily. “Do you have any kinfolks that might be willing to take the baby? Your mother and father, for instance?”

He shook his head. “None. They both passed a few years back. I have an older sister that got married and moved to Ohio. Or maybe it was Indiana. I ain’t heard from her in a couple of years. We weren’t what you’d call close.”

We had reached the barnyard by then, and I had run out of questions for George Woldridge. I could see as plain as day that he was like a stud Angus bull—good for making babies, and not for any other earthly thing. He hadn’t the wit or the drive to make anything of himself beyond what he already was—a hired hand on a backwoods farm. For all I knew he might be a drinker or a gambler in the bargain, for there was certainly no evidence of self-discipline about him. And as a husband for Zona, he could prove worse than no husband at all. A woman can suffer mightily at the hands of a man who does not love her, and even if he did love her, what future was there in being tied to a laborer, trailing after him from farm to farm until her youth was worn away by childbearing and hardship? And what kind of life would it be for a child of such a couple, raised poor in a loveless home? Maybe marriage wasn’t the right answer, after all.

I was thinking all this in a practical frame of mind, not worrying anymore about what the neighbors would think. I loved my Zona and wanted the best for her in this world, even if she had been foolish and wild. Zona was beautiful; she might not keep her bloom for very much longer, but as she looked now, she could certainly do better than poor, hapless George Woldridge. At least, she could do better than him if she didn’t have the encumbrance of a child.

I set my mind to considering that problem as I walked home that evening. There could be no question of doing away with the baby. I knew that there were women in every settlement who could give an expectant mother a potion of bitter herbs in whiskey that would cause her to slip the child. They say that pennyroyal will end a pregnancy if it is taken in the proper dosage. But we were God-fearing people, and I would not have that sin on Zona’s head or on mine. If the Lord willed my daughter to miscarry, I would not grieve for it overmuch, but if He did not, then the child must live and a home be found for it.

But not with us.

Zona had not expressed any longing for the baby. She seemed to think of it as other folk might think of a fever blister: a painful annoyance to be got rid of and then forgotten. That, as much as anything, told me that she had no love for George Woldridge. Perhaps she might change her mind when she was further along or after the child was born, but I thought that Zona wanted her youth and freedom more than she wanted a baby. She never took an interest in her much younger brothers, never wanted to treat them like baby dolls or play games with them. When I was her age, I had a husband and babies already, and I never thought of wishing them away for any other kind of life, but we were edging up to a new century now, and perhaps times had changed. I don’t say the change was for the better, but I could see that young people weren’t the same as back in my day.

I didn’t see any point in talking any more about it to Jacob. He’d as lief pretend that the whole thing had never happened, but even so, it wasn’t my decision to make alone. Zona had to be consulted, for it was her business more than mine, and she was no child herself anymore. After an indifferent supper that night, cooked by Zona, who isn’t much use in the kitchen, we settled the rest of the family down for the night, and the two of us sat up by the fire, talking until it burned low.

“I went to that farm with the intention of badgering George Woldridge into marrying you,” I told her, “but now that I have seen him, I’m having second thoughts about it.”

Zona sniffed. “I should think you are.” She was brushing her long strawberry blond hair until it shone in the firelight like a tongue of flame. “George is about as useless as teats on a mule.”

“There’s no call to be coarse, Zona. It behooves you more than ever now to act like a lady.”

She made a face at me. “Well, if I married up with old George, nobody would care what I said ever again. I’d rather die than spend the rest of my life with old ham-handed, slow-coach George.”

“Then it would be no kindness to him or the child to push for such a union. That leaves us to decide what we ought to do instead.”

Zona yawned and stretched. Then she began to braid her hair for the night. “Anything but raise it as George Woldridge Jr., I reckon. I don’t much care.”

“I see that. Perhaps you ought to give some thought as to what is best for your child.”

“Farm it out, then, I reckon. Like folks do if they can’t bear to drown a litter of pups. They find them a home.”

“And I suppose you’re expecting me to do that?”
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