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FOR KAROL AND MADELON,
WHO STARTED IT AND KEPT IT GOING.
AND FOR JOHN, WHO HAS HAD TO LIVE WITH IT.

ADVANCE PRAISE FOR VICKI LANE AND
SIGNS IN THE BLOOD 
“An exotic and colorful picture of Appalachia from an outsider's perspective—through a glass darkly . . . A well-crafted, suspenseful tale of the bygone era before ‘Florida' came to the mountains.” —Sharyn McCrumb, New York Times bestselling author of St. Dale
“Vicki Lane captured my ear on the first page. Her dialect is right on the money. Her characters live and breathe and hold their secrets close—heart-wrenching secrets that pulled me in and kept me reading. . . . Add to all this a beautifully told tale with a great unexpected twist and you've got one of the best mystery books I've read in a long time.”—Sheila Kay Adams, author of My Old True Love
“One can't live in the Appalachians without hearing the stories rising from them. Vicki Lane is one of those rare storytellers who transports the mysteries and tales and characters of her beloved mountains into the greater world with dignity and sympathy and intelligence.”—Tony Earley, author of Jim the Boy
“Signs in the Blood warmed me and kept me engaged until the last page. . . . Ms. Lane's understanding of mountain language, history, and culture, combined with a wonderful ability to tell a story made for an absolutely great read.”—Rob Amberg
“What makes Vicki Lane's novel so enveloping is the honest and convincing portrayal of the Appalachian neighbors with whom her main character finds herself emotionally involved. . . . A true and fascinating picture of the area that lends a palpable tension to the underlying and complicated mystery of this novel.”—Jeanne McDonald, co-author, with Fred Brown, of The Serpent Handlers: Three Families and Their Faith
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CHAPTER 1
YOU JUST GOT TO HAVE FAITH
 (MONDAY)
 WHEN DESSIE MILLER LAY DYING AT HOME, her family overflowed the little house in a bittersweet reunion. Food was on the table at all hours of the day and of the night, continually replenished as newcomers arrived with their contributions. “This here's the tater salad that Mommy always loved” accompanied an aluminum dishpan heaped with a pale yellow mound of potatoes, chopped pickles, and hard-boiled eggs, all glistening with mayonnaise. A gaunt chain-smoking woman, just off her factory shift, set down a cardboard tub of fried chicken with a dismissive wave of her cigarette: “It ain't but Colonel Sanders but I reckon someone kin worry it down.” A grizzled farmer in clean overalls handed a covered bowl to one of the daughters. “Them greasy cut-short beans is some Ollie canned; she cain't come 'cause she's down in the back, but she cooked 'em up fer you 'uns.” The Ridley Branch Freewill Baptist choir sang “O Come, Angel Band” in the living room and two teenage grandchildren got saved in the kitchen.
Elizabeth Goodweather sat quietly at one end of the plastic-upholstered sofa. The heat in the crowded house was stifling but she couldn't step out to the porch, not yet, not while Pastor Briggs was praying aloud for Dessie and for all the “miserable sinners” gathered there. He went on and on in the hypnotic chant that was the way of so many old-time mountain preachers, his voice rising and falling, a loud inhalation at the end of each phrase keeping his message from ever coming to a full stop.
The sonorous words rolled out, almost in an auctioneer's chant: “Yes, it's the hour of decision, brothers and sisters, the time when you make your choice . . . you make your choice between the fire below . . . and it's a hot fire . . . and it's an eternal fire . . .”
I hate the emphasis on damnation, thought Elizabeth, but I know it's what these folks expect out of a sermon. Across the room she saw Miss Birdie Gentry, one of her longtime neighbor friends. Birdie and her middle-aged son, Cletus, lived in a tiny log house down by the paved road that ran beside Ridley Branch. Cletus was what people called “simple,” but he and Miss Birdie took care of each other and scratched out a living from their tobacco patch and garden. Miss Birdie's eyes were fixed on the preacher and her lips were silently moving.
“. . . but there's a lifeline . . . and it's a heavenly lifeline . . . and Jesus, he'll pull you out of the pit . . .”
Many of those in the little room were swaying and nodding now; some of the women held up their open-palmed hands in an almost ecstatic surrender. “Thank you, Jesus,” someone murmured. A few cigarette-hungry men shuffled uneasily by the door, held in place by sharp glances from their wives.
Elizabeth bowed her head, hoping fervently that she would not be noticed there on her corner of the sofa. She had come to say good-bye to Dessie, the old woman who, some twenty years ago, had first welcomed her and Sam to Ridley Branch, here in the mountains of North Carolina. Dessie had been in her midsixties then, sturdy and vigorous. She could hoe tobacco for hours on end or dart up the steep mountain trails after a wandering milk cow. Dessie and her husband, Odus, had taken Sam and Elizabeth under their wing, helping the newcomers to adapt to country life and teaching them how to do the myriad tasks that were part of life on a small mountain farm.
From planting potatoes to plowing with a mule, from milking a cow to butchering a hog, Dessie and Odus had taught the young couple, delighted to be passing on their knowledge of the old-time ways. From them, Elizabeth and Sam had learned the vocabulary of the mountains, had learned that a small creek was called a branch and a bag was called a poke, had learned to say “holler” for hollow, “mater” for tomato and “baccer” for tobacco. “It's about communication,” Sam had said when Elizabeth's inner English major winced at these pronunciations. Now, of course, with the passage of years, the mountain dialect had flavored and enriched her own speech and she could appreciate its unique music.
Odus has been gone, it must be almost fifteen years, thought Elizabeth. Dessie had carried on with the help of her children, but time had taken its toll. She had still tended a big garden every year, but with each season she grew frailer. Every spring, as the garden patch was being plowed under her critical eye, she would say that this was her last year to put out so much corn, so many rows of beans and tomatoes. Now, it seemed, that time had come. There was no garden this year. After an unsuccessful operation—“Hit was everywhere; they said she was plum eat up with it”—and a brief stay in the hospital, Dessie had been brought home, where she could be tended by hospice volunteers and by her numerous loving family.
At last the prayer was ended and the preacher was being escorted back to Dessie's bedside for a farewell blessing. Louvanda, the youngest of Dessie's four daughters, leaned down to Elizabeth and whispered, “Soon as Preacher gets done, she wants to see you. She asked for you particular.”
“Thanks, Louvanda,” Elizabeth said. “I'll wait out on the front porch if you don't mind; I need to cool off a bit.”
“Lord, don't I know,” agreed Louvanda, fanning her own reddened face. “Seems like I ain't never goin' to get through the change.”
The porch was empty except for Dessie's half-blind old cow dog. Patsy thumped her tail and lifted her head to acknowledge Elizabeth's presence, but stayed curled up on her scrap of faded carpet. Sinking gratefully into a weathered oak rocker, Elizabeth stretched out her long legs, propping up her sneaker-clad feet on a milk crate, and looked across the road to new-plowed tobacco fields. The red dirt lay in furrows, heavy clods thrown to the side and dotted with streaming tufts of deep green barley, the remains of a winter cover crop. Beyond the tobacco fields and just out of sight behind a small ridge lay her land—more fields and pastures, barns and outbuildings. And above them all rose the tree-clad peak that was Pinnacle Mountain—her home. Elizabeth's eyes traveled lovingly up the slope, relishing the vibrant yellow-greens of new foliage merging with the deeper emeralds of pine and fir. At the top of the mountain, a slash of pasture gleamed like polished jade amid the trees.
I will lift up mine eyes unto the hills. The verse sprang into her mind, a relic of her churchgoing childhood. They do give me strength, even if I don't have the same kind of faith my neighbors do. She thought of the women inside with their uplifted hands and radiant faces. It would be so comforting, so relaxing, just to believe and not think. I had that kind of faith when I was young. A bitter inner voice sounded mockingly: Didn't you used to believe in a lot of things—Santa Claus, the Easter Bunny, and happily ever after?
Elizabeth sighed, looking at the western sky beyond the mountain. Four in the afternoon and the sun was still high over her farm. She had welcomed the lengthening days of spring, and now that May was here, with its profusion of flowers and garden work to be done, she hoped that the joyless cloud that had so unexpectedly settled on her last fall would finally lift. There would be time to work in the garden before supper. Time to hoe or dig till exhaustion forced her inside, and then a quick supper, a soak in a hot bath, and she could fall, bone-weary, into bed and sleep without thinking about the empty space beside her.
Sam's death, almost five years before, had shattered her world, but she had forced herself to carry on. She had told herself that there would be time to mourn later: later, after her girls, Rosemary and Laurel, were established in their lives; later, after she had proven to herself that she could keep the farm going. Pressing needs on every side—the farm, the girls, the business—had forced her to hide her grief in some unvisited corner of her mind. Four years had gone by and her friends and family had marveled at her strength, her cheerfulness, and her acceptance. But last October, when Laurel moved to Asheville, I just crashed, she thought.
Laurel, her younger daughter, was a self-described “struggling artist” whose large semiabstract acrylics were beginning to attract the attention of a few galleries. She was fiercely independent and extremely competent. And she's twenty-four years old and certainly capable of being on her own, thought Elizabeth. But as sophisticated and swaggering as she comes across, there's a core of . . . of naïveté. I still feel like I have to watch out for her. Or is this just the old empty-nest syndrome hitting with a vengeance?
Elizabeth had spent the winter in a kind of wounded numbness, suddenly mired in loss. She felt in need of comfort but didn't know where to find it, having been unwilling to tell her two daughters—or indeed anyone—that she missed Sam now even more than she had at the time of the accident that had taken him from her.
“Well, Lizzie Beth.” Miss Birdie came out, closing the screen door carefully behind her. “Hit's good to see you. I know Dessie'll be proud you come.” She wiped her eyes and Elizabeth suddenly realized that Miss Birdie, once an energetic and bustling little butterball, had lost weight and seemed frail and old. Her face was thin and haggard and she was using a cane. A cane—when did this start? Elizabeth wondered.
“Why don't you sit out here with me for a while, Miss Birdie?” Elizabeth suggested, pulling a rocking chair over near her own. “This must be awfully hard on you. You and Dessie have been friends since you were little girls, haven't you?”
“That we have, Lizzie Beth, honey. But when the Lord calls, I reckon we have to answer.” The little woman leaned heavily on her cane and brushed her hand across her eyes. “I'm sorry I can't stay and visit with you, Lizzie Beth, but I'm lookin' for Cletus to be home today. He'll be wantin' something hot for supper after bein' back in them woods a couple of weeks.” Miss Birdie shook her head. “He's right bad to loafer but he always comes home when it's gettin' time to hoe the baccer. And they's a big tent revival next week up on the bypass and that boy does purely love a tent revival. Hit's some preacher from away called John the Baptizer is what Pastor Briggs done told us.”
Miss Birdie went slowly and carefully down the steps and out to her ancient pickup truck, pausing to call back, “You come see us, now.”
Once again, the screen door opened and Louvanda and Pastor Briggs stepped onto the porch. “Thank you for coming today, Pastor,” said Louvanda. She wrapped her arms across her chest and stood silent for a minute. Her face was wet with tears as she began again, “The home health nurse said Mommy's sinkin' fast; it was a true blessing to have you to pray with her before the end.”
Pastor Briggs pulled a folded white handkerchief from the back pocket of his shiny black trousers and wiped his face. “Preaching's hard work, but I'm glad if I could be of comfort to Sister Miller and bring a few more souls to Jesus.”
His dark eyes flicked toward Elizabeth, taking in her blue jeans and faded work shirt with disfavor. Louvanda followed his gaze and said, “This here is Miz Goodweather. She lives over yon, almost to the top of Pinnacle, you know, the old Baker place. Miz Goodweather's been a good neighbor to Mommy ever since her and her man moved here. Mommy wants to see you now, 'Lizbeth,” she continued. “Just go straight on through. She's still awake but she just had some more of the pain medicine and she'll likely drop off pretty soon.”
Stepping back into the claustrophobic heat of the house, Elizabeth saw that most of the crowd of family and friends were filling plates from the laden kitchen table and settling in chairs all around the living room to eat, to gossip, and to reminisce. She knew many of the members of Dessie's large family, and nodded and smiled her way through the throng back to the bedroom where her old friend lay.
Kylie Sue, Dessie's oldest daughter, was standing guard at the door. Her weatherworn face looked tired but serene, and she smiled sweetly at the sight of Elizabeth.
“'Lizbeth, you come right in. She's gettin' sleepy but she was set on talkin' to you. She was askin' for you this mornin', but then the preacher come.” Kylie Sue rolled her shoulders and stretched her arms. “Lordy, I been settin' there with her I don't know how long. I'm stiff all over. If you don't care, 'Lizbeth, would you stay with her till she falls asleep? I need to go get me some coffee.”
The old woman lay in the dim light of the little bedroom, a tiny wasted shape under the softly glowing blues and reds of a Delectable Mountains patchwork quilt. Her eyes were closed but her thin fingers picked at the black cover of the worn Bible that was resting on her chest. Elizabeth hesitated. Then she said softly, “Hey, Dessie.”
The eyes slowly opened and Dessie squinted up at Elizabeth. Her toothless mouth formed a smile. “Hey yoreself, Lizzie Beth.” She stretched out a bony hand and Elizabeth took it. “Get you a chair, Lizzie Beth; I got something to say to you. Seems like it's been just a-goin' round and round in my head and I'll not be easy till I tell you.”
Still holding Dessie's hand, Elizabeth sat in the ladder-back chair that was pulled up to the side of the bed. “What is it, Dessie? Is there something I can do for you?”
Dessie looked at the younger woman fondly. “Lizzie Beth, you been a good neighbor to me all these years but there ain't a thing you can do for me now. Preacher's prayed over me and I've had a word with all the young uns. They even brought all the least uns in to say good-bye to Mamaw. I'm content in my heart. But I been studyin' about you, Lizzie Beth. All winter long you ain't been yoreself, worser even than right after yore Sam was took. Now, I know you ain't one to talk about yore troubles, but I could see it just the same. You have a great sorrow on yore heart, a hurt that ain't a-healin'.”
Elizabeth started to protest but Dessie squeezed her hand with surprising strength. “Honey, I don't want you to say nothing. But I got to tell you, I seen that things is gonna be different; like the old hymn they sung this mornin' says, they's a glory side to the cloud . . .”
Her eyes drifted shut but she continued to talk, her voice growing fainter with each word. “I seen it in a dream and the Lord laid it on my heart to tell you. Lizzie Beth, there's more trials ahead but you'll make it through. You just got to have faith . . .” Her voice was a wandering whisper. “I keep a-dreaming dreams. I dreamt of Little Sylvie, that wild girl who used to live up to your place. She was afore my time but my mamaw done told me of her and I seen her just now as plain as anything. She was a-laying in death, a-laying in the dirt with her babe in her arms and a gold locket round her neck . . .”
The dying woman tossed restlessly on her pillows. “How come I to see her like that? Mamaw said that Little Sylvie run off and left her poor baby to starve. I can't make it out.” Dessie's words faltered and at last trailed off into a low snore. Elizabeth sat quietly and watched her old friend sleep.
“She's been talking about that Little Sylvie since she woke up this morning,” said a voice from the doorway. Kylie Sue had returned and was looking down at her sleeping mother with great affection. “She woke up this morning and said she'd had a dream about you and Little Sylvie. She said she'd not go home till she spoke to you.” Kylie Sue's tired smile illuminated her face. “I believe, 'Lizabeth, that with her time so near, why, she's plumb full of the Spirit right now. I reckon she just had to share it with you.”
 
As her jeep ground its way up the steep gravel road to her farmhouse, Elizabeth found herself wondering about the dying woman's message. How did Dessie know that I was so unhappy? No one else noticed. Indeed, she had done her best to present her usual cheerful front. Her daughters certainly had no idea. Laurel was engrossed with her upcoming show at a well-known art gallery, as well as her “day job,” tending bar at a trendy nightspot in Asheville. And Rosemary, busy with her assistant professorship of English at Chapel Hill, was home only for the occasional weekend. Even Ben, her nephew and partner in the herb and flower farm, even Ben, who saw her every day, had no idea of her current state of mind. But Dessie knew. And she saw something else coming.
The sight of her house, perched on the mountainside and surrounded by tiers of gardens, lifted her spirits as it always did. She and Sam had built it to look like the old mountain houses—board and batten, metal-roofed, with a long front porch. Over the years various additions had been made, but it was still a modest farmhouse of unpainted, weathered wood. Only the bright periwinkle-blue doors, the attached greenhouse, and the solar collector on the roof gave notice that this was not an absolutely typical mountain dwelling.
Elizabeth's dogs greeted her joyfully, each vying to see who would be first to go through the door with her. Once inside, they ignored her and headed for the denim-covered sofas while Elizabeth started into the kitchen to fix a glass of iced tea. Passing a mirror that hung near the kitchen door, she paused to examine her reflection. What did Dessie see that told her how unhappy I've been?
The face that looked back at her seemed little changed from the previous summer—the long straight nose and high cheekbones a little more prominent, the thick braid of dark hair a little grayer. Her deep blue eyes were clear, but there were violet shadows under them that she hadn't noticed before. What do you expect? she asked her reflection. You're fifty-two. Like that card you got on your fiftieth birthday said, “Remember the glass isn't half empty; it's one-third full!”
“Aunt E?” A deep voice echoed through the house, causing the dogs to bark wildly even as they ran, tails wagging exuberantly, to greet the tall young man coming up the basement stairs two at a time.
“In here, Ben,” she responded. “I'm making some tea. Would you like a glass?”
“No, thanks, Aunt E. I just came to tell you that Miss Birdie called while you were gone,” her nephew said, and stood there shifting uneasily from foot to foot.
“I just saw her over at Dessie's,” Elizabeth said, puzzled. Then, with an ominous feeling growing as Ben's sun-browned face held its somber expression, she asked quickly, “What's wrong?”
“It's Cletus, Aunt E. Miss Birdie says something's happened to Cletus. He's not home but she's sure something's happened to him. She sounds real upset and she wants you to come right over.”

CHAPTER 2
WHAT WENT WITH CLETUS?
 (MONDAY)
 AS SHE DROVE THE FEW MILES TO BIRDIE AND Cletus's house, Elizabeth wondered what had happened so suddenly to make Miss Birdie worry about her son. The little widow was used to her Cletus's ways. When his work was done and the crop laid by, he would wander through the woods for days, camping out in all weathers and living off the hard-baked cornbread he carried with him, now and then shooting and cooking a rabbit or squirrel. Eventually he would fetch up at some remote cabin where the inhabitants would give him a meal and call Miss Birdie to come get him.
“He's a good boy and he never goes off lessen we've got a full woodpile and the big chores is done,” Birdie had once told Elizabeth. “But seems like he has to wander some, just like an old hound. You know, you can keep a hound tied up for just so long, then if it can't run the woods, it'll break its heart. Cletus is just the same.”
Elizabeth swung the jeep off the road and rattled across the plank bridge that spanned Ridley Branch in front of Birdie's cabin. Miss Birdie was standing out in the yard holding one end of a length of clothesline, while an excited black-and-white mongrel danced and tugged at the other end. Miss Birdie's wrinkled face was anxious and she pulled the dog along with her as she hurried over to the car.
“Lizzie Beth, I thank you for comin' so quick. I think we had ort to call the sheriff but I want you to do the talkin' for me.”
“What's happened, Miss Birdie?” Elizabeth asked as she climbed out of her car. “Ben said it was something about Cletus.”
“Look over yonder at what Pup brung home.” Miss Birdie pointed a gnarled finger at a filthy camouflage knapsack lying beneath a big rhododendron.
“Do you think that's—?” Elizabeth began, but Miss Birdie cut her short.
“I know that's the poke I fixed for Cletus. I sewed that there patch on the pocket after hit got tore up with him crawlin' under some bobwire fence back of this.”
Elizabeth pushed aside the heavy pink blooms of the rhododendron and grabbed the knapsack by one of its shoulder straps. Across the yard Pup yelped and leapt at the end of the clothesline. As she lifted the muddy canvas bag, she realized that it had a very unpleasant smell and an equally unpleasant soggy heft to it. Oh, shit, she thought, this is going to be something awful.
Holding the knapsack at arm's length, she gingerly undid the buckles. The smell intensified as she pulled back the flap. Inside lay the decomposing bodies of six squirrels. The slimy forms were hairless but for a few tufts of red fur clinging to their sides. The interior of the knapsack was alive with maggots.
“You see,” Miss Birdie demanded as Elizabeth hastily lowered the bag to the ground out of reach of the urgently whining dog. “Somethin' must have happened to Cletus. Else how come Pup to bring that bag home? We got to call the high sheriff and get them to go out and find my boy. Cletus may be layin' up some'ers with a broke leg . . . or worse,” she said grimly. “I'm gonna tie up this dog and bury that nasty bag. Washin' won't never get that smell out. You go on up to the house, Lizzie Beth, and call the sheriff for me.” Miss Birdie stumped off toward a doghouse surrounded by hard-packed dirt, towing the still agitated Pup.
“Wait, Miss Birdie,” said Elizabeth. “Where should I tell the sheriff to start looking for Cletus? Where does he usually go?”
Miss Birdie paused. “Be still, Pup!” she admonished the unruly dog, who was deeply intent on getting back to the knapsack and its reeking contents. Her face was troubled as she said, “Lordy, Lizzie Beth, I can't rightly say. He took off up Pinnacle but he'd a hit the ridge and started walkin'. Ain't no tellin' where he might of come down. One time he ended up almost to Tennessee. They's a world of deep coves all along there.”
As Birdie went to find a shovel, Elizabeth delicately opened the smaller pocket of the knapsack. Inside were several shriveled plants, dried black forest soil still clumped about their fleshy roots.
“Miss Birdie,” she called. “There's ginseng in here too. Where would Cletus go to hunt ginseng?”
From the lower part of the barn Miss Birdie's voice called back, “Lizzie Beth, honey, ain't no sang hunter ever told nobody where he gets his sang.”
Elizabeth found a little stick in Miss Birdie's woodpile and knelt to poke at the knapsack's repulsive contents. Maybe there's something else in here that would give us some clue as to where Cletus could be, she thought, breathing through her mouth and trying to ignore the rank odor of the rotting squirrels. Nothing but maggots and carrion there, she decided, and turned her attention to the smaller pocket. A glint of yellow caught her eye, and she pushed aside the dirt and ginseng plants to reveal a small, intricately folded origami crane. She stared at the fragile little thing, wondering how Cletus had come by such an exotic creation out in the backwoods of Appalachia.
“I done dug us a hole, Lizzie Beth. Let's go drop that nasty thing in and cover it up good.” Miss Birdie was at her side, holding out her hand for the knapsack.
“Look at this, Miss Birdie.” Elizabeth teased the little yellow crane out of the pocket with the stick. “Does Cletus know how to fold paper into shapes like this?”
Miss Birdie regarded the crane with disapproval. “Naw, I wouldn't think so. Though he's a right good hand to make a paper aeroplane. No tellin' where'bouts he might of picked that up. That boy's like a crow, purely loves bright things.” She sniffed, wrinkling up her face in disgust. “Let's get that poke in the ground. That smell's like to make me vomick.”
Elizabeth said nothing but continued to work at the paper crane with the stick, carefully unfolding it. A few black marks were visible on the paper, and she hoped there might be writing that would give some clue as to the origin of the thing. But as the last fold was opened out, only a few wavy lines were revealed. She peered closely at the paper. It seemed to be a copy, not an original, and there was no writing at all. Just the wavy lines and, down in one corner, something that might be a sketch of a hand.
“You know what, Miss Birdie?” she said, aware of her friend's impatience. “I think we ought not to bury the knapsack. The sheriff might want to see it for evidence.”
Miss Birdie's mouth set in a thin line. “Hit'll be evidence Cletus was huntin' out of season. How come him to do that anyhow? Now, I don't say that boy wouldn't take one or two squirrels if he was wantin' some meat, but what for would he shoot six? Hit ain't like Cletus to do that way. I tell you, Lizzie Beth, there's something quare goin' on.”
 
The sheriff was not disposed to take the tale of the returned dog and knapsack very seriously. He had known Miss Birdie and her son for years and was confident that Cletus would return home soon. “That dog of Cletus's, it's a right young one, isn't it? I reckon it just got to playin' and grabbed the knapsack. Then Cletus prob'ly hollered at it and it took off for home. Cletus'll turn up directly. Let me speak to Miss Birdie.”
When Miss Birdie put down the receiver ten minutes later, tears brimmed in her eyes. “He don't think nothing's wrong,” she told Elizabeth. “But he said they'd start askin' around and if Cletus ain't showed up by tomorrow, they'll get a search party goin'.” She sat down heavily on a kitchen chair. “Ay law, I got a bad feelin' about this. What went with that boy?”
 
Later that evening, Elizabeth was finishing up her supper dishes and thinking about her neighbor. Birdie had sent her home with a promise to call if Cletus returned. “But he ain't a-goin' to, Lizzie Beth; I'm right sure of it.”
Giving the countertop a final swipe with her dish towel, Elizabeth poured a mug of rich dark coffee and flipped off the kitchen light. She was heading for the front porch and a peaceful rocking chair when the phone rang.
“Is this Ms. Goodweather?” asked a polite male voice.
“Yes, it is,” Elizabeth answered warily, being generally suspicious of calls from unknown people. Such calls were never to tell her that she'd won a sweepstakes or was the recipient of an unexpected inheritance; no, usually it was someone trying to convince her to change her long-distance carrier.
“This is Phillip Hawkins . . .” The deep gravelly voice hesitated.
For a brief moment the name meant nothing to her and she was about to hang up, thinking that this was just another annoying telemarketer. Then she remembered. Phillip Hawkins had been a friend of Sam's from his days in the navy. The two men had kept in touch; indeed, had met and traveled together to some sort of reunion just before the plane crash that had ended Sam's life. Hawkins lived somewhere on the North Carolina coast, she remembered, and Sam had mentioned several times that he had even invited him to the farm. But Hawkins's job—What was he, a police detective or something like that?—had forced him to cancel plans several times. So Phillip Hawkins had never visited them and she had never met him, at least not till after Sam's death.
Wondering why he should be calling, she said, “Phillip Hawkins, yes. I remember you.”
She could picture him now, a burly brown bear of a man. Hawkins had come to Sam's memorial service and introduced himself to her after the simple and mercifully brief ceremony. He had started to say something about Sam and had become abruptly inarticulate with grief. She still remembered the almost painful handclasp and his hasty departure. Later he had written her a very moving letter about how much Sam had meant to him.
“Ms. Goodweather,” the voice sounded tentative, “I found some old pictures of Sam and I wondered if you'd like to have them. Back from when we were in training together.”
The lump rising in her throat annoyed Elizabeth and she breathed deeply before replying. “Thank you, that would be really nice. Sam didn't keep many pictures from his time in the navy. It would be particularly nice for the girls to see them.” When there was no reply at the other end she went on, “Do you need my address to send them to me?”
“Fact is . . .” Hawkins stopped as if at a loss for words. “Fact is, Ms. Goodweather, I'm in Asheville visiting my daughter.”
“Your daughter?” Elizabeth repeated, making polite conversation. “That's nice. Are you on vacation?”
“You could call it a vacation,” Hawkins replied. “I'm on an extended leave—family problems. I have an aunt out in Marshall County, lives back of beyond at a place called Shut In. Anyway, she's pretty much all alone and getting on in years. I've got to check on her living situation and see if she can continue to manage. And then there's my daughter Janie. She's in her junior year at University of North Carolina-Asheville and she's having trouble with her classes and her boyfriend. The boyfriend was the whole reason she came to UNCA in the first place. I tried to talk her into transferring back to East Carolina where her brother is, but no way. Janie says she loves Asheville; says it's her ‘spiritual home.' So I thought I'd come visit and see what was up,” he concluded.
“How long are you here for?” asked Elizabeth, continuing to wonder what this had to do with her. She took a small, silent sip of her coffee.
“Not sure,” was the reply. “I've got a year's sabbatical. I haven't taken a vacation since I don't know when, and the leave time has mounted up. I've talked to some folks at the community college here, what's it called?—AB Tech?—about teaching in their criminal justice program, and they have an opening next semester. I think I'd like to get an apartment and stay around for a while, at least till Janie gets straightened out. She seems to like the idea that I'd be in Asheville, believe it or not.”
Elizabeth remembered Sam telling her that Hawkins was divorced and that his wife had long since remarried. Not many men would, even if they could, take time out to deal with the problems of a college-age daughter, she thought. He must be pretty nice. I wonder why he and his wife got divorced.
“That sounds like it'll be good for you and for your daughter,” she said politely. “Have you started looking for an apartment?”
“Well, actually,” he said cautiously, “that's another reason I'm calling. I thought that maybe you and I could get together and I could give you those pictures and, at the same time, I could find out more about the area from you. I mean, you've lived here for quite a while—”
“I don't know that I would be that much help; I really don't spend a lot of time in Asheville.” As the words left her mouth, Elizabeth realized how unfriendly she sounded. Good grief, Elizabeth, give the poor guy a break. “But I'd be glad to tell you what little I do know,” she amended hastily, and then wished she hadn't.
Hawkins ignored her lack of enthusiasm and plowed on. “I was thinking maybe I could take you to dinner and kind of find out about the Asheville area. I'm staying in downtown Asheville but I could pick you up, and we could go to dinner out in Ransom some night.”
“I don't know . . .” began Elizabeth.
“I'd really appreciate it, Ms. Goodweather. I don't know anyone around here over twenty except my ancient aunt at Shut In. And she goes to bed when the sun sets.”
Elizabeth stood in her darkening kitchen, holding the phone to her ear and looking out the window at the fading pinks and lavenders tinting the mountaintops across the valley. She thought about how much Sam had liked this Phillip Hawkins, and how often he had talked about their friendship. She remembered the ravaged look on Hawkins's face after Sam's memorial service, and at last she heard herself say, “Why don't you come out here to lunch one day this weekend? There's not much of anywhere to eat dinner in Ransom.”
Hawkins objected at first, saying that it was too much trouble for her, but quickly allowed himself to be persuaded. He took down her detailed directions and they agreed on the coming Sunday.
“Bring your daughter, if you don't think she'd be bored,” offered Elizabeth. “My nephew Ben is usually here for lunch. He's probably a few years older than she, but they might find something to talk about.”
“That's really nice of you but Janie's got some big paper due next week and I expect she'll be hard at work all day Sunday. But I'll be there. It'll be nice to see you again . . . under different circumstances.” Hawkins had sounded so enthusiastic about the invitation to lunch that Elizabeth unexpectedly found herself beginning to look forward to seeing him again.
Humming to herself, she dumped out her now cold coffee, poured a fresh cup, and went to sit on the front porch and watch the stars come out. A chorus of spring peepers in her goldfish pond provided the music and a few early lightning bugs rose out of the grass to punctuate the night's darkness. She sat and rocked and thought about what she would fix for lunch on Sunday.
 
Elizabeth was in bed by nine. Not quite as bad as Hawkins's aunt, she thought, and anyway, I'm not going to sleep; I'm going to read a while. She reached for one of the New Yorkers from a pile by her bed and, after enjoying the cartoons a second time, settled down to a funny piece by Calvin Trillin, always a favorite of hers. That finished, she turned, still smiling, to the featured short story and began to read. It was an odd bit of fiction, well written, of course, or it wouldn't be in the New Yorker, she reminded herself, but somehow . . .
She realized that she was resting her eyes, closing them for just a minute before continuing the undoubtedly fascinating piece that, when she had read a little more of it, she would surely appreciate . . .
Zen reading, that's what Sam used to call it, she thought drowsily as the open magazine slowly settled across her chest. As she sank down into blissful sleep, she seemed to see the slender form of a young girl, wearing the homespun floor-length skirts of an earlier time. The girl's long brown hair framed a beautiful face that was bowed to smile down at the infant cradled in her arms. Her feet were bare and around her neck was a thin gold chain from which dangled a little golden heart.
 
The sharp buzz of the phone beside her bed startled Elizabeth awake and she picked it up on the second ring. The bedside light was still on and the little clock beneath it said nine-thirty. The caller was Louvanda, Dessie's daughter, and Elizabeth already knew what she had to say.
“'Lizbeth, I'm sorry to be callin' so late but I wanted you to know that Mommy's gone home to Jesus. It was right at supper time . . . she just slept away so sweet and peaceful.” Louvanda's voice was composed as she continued. “They'll be a viewing Thursday at the funeral home in Ransom and Friday we'll have the buryin' here.”
Elizabeth pictured the little family cemetery on a hilltop behind Dessie's house. Dessie had always mowed and trimmed it weekly during the growing season, adorning the graves with bright plastic flowers—yellow, pink, and blue on Decoration Day, then replacing them with plastic poinsettias in December. Odus rested there, as well as an infant son and daughter of his and Dessie's. “I'll be there, Louvanda,” Elizabeth promised, her throat suddenly tight as she realized that her old friend was indeed gone. “Can I do anything to help?”
“No, 'Lizbeth, we'll make out just fine. Besides, I just talked to Miss Birdie and she says she's aiming to get you to help her hunt for Cletus tomorrow, if the sheriff ain't found him. Reckon she wants you to take her in that jeep of yours up some of them steep back roads her truck can't climb.”
But in the end, they didn't have to hunt for Birdie's missing son. Early the next morning a kayaker on the French Broad found a body in the river a few hundred yards beyond a train trestle. It was Cletus.
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