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To John, who heard me say, “I’m closing in on it—almost done—any day now!” for over two months and never once complained.



Chapter 1

The Palimpsest

Friday, December 1

The madwoman whispered into the blue shadows of a wintry afternoon. Icy wind caught at her hair, loosing it to whip her cheeks and sting her half-closed eyes. Pushing aside the long black strands, she peered through the fragile railing of the upper porch. Below, the fieldstone walkway with its humped border of snow-hooded dark boxwoods curled about the house. Beyond the walkway the land sloped away, down to the railroad tracks and the gray river where icy foam spattered on black rocks and a perpetual roar filled the air.

Her hand clutching the flimsy balustrade and her gaze fixed on the stony path far below, the madwoman pulled herself to her feet. Behind her, a door rattled on its rusty hinges and slammed, only to creak open again.

She paused, aware of the loom of the house around her—feeling it waiting, crouching there on its ledge above the swift-flowing river. The brown skeletons of the kudzu that draped the walls and chimneys rustled in a dry undertone, the once lush vines shriveled to a delicate netting that meshed the peeling clapboards and spider-webbed the cracked and cloudy windowpanes. From every side, in small mutterings and rustlings, the old house spoke.

None escape. None.

As the verdict throbbed in her ears, marking time with the pulse of blood, the madwoman began to feel her cautious way along the uneven planks of the second-story porch. A loose board caught at her shoe and she staggered, putting out a thin hand to the wall where missing clapboards revealed a layer of brick-printed asphalt siding, the rough material curling back at an uncovered seam. Compelled by some urgent desire, she caught at the torn edge, tugging, peeling it from the wood beneath, ripping away the siding to expose the heart of the house—the original structure beneath the accretions of later years.

She splayed her trembling fingers against the massive chestnut logs and squeezed her eyes shut. A palimpsest, layer hiding layer, wrong concealing wrong. If I could tear you down, board by board, log by log, would I ever discover where the evil lies…or where it began? Resting her forehead against the wood’s immovable curve, she allowed the memories to fill her: the history of the house, the subtext of her life.

The logs have seen it all. Their story flowed into her, through her head and fingertips, as she leaned against them, breathing the dust-dry hint of fragrance. The men who felled the trees and built this house, the drovers who passed this way, the farmers, the travelers, the men who took their money, the women who lured them…and Belle, so much of Belle remains. Her dark spirit is in these logs, this house, this land. Why did I think that I and mine could escape?

No answer came, only the mocking echoes of memories. The thrum of blood in her ears grew louder and the mad-woman turned her back on the exposed logs of the house wall to move to the railing. Leaning out, oblivious to the cutting wind, she fixed her eyes on the stony path thirty feet below. Far enough? She hesitated, looking up and down the porch. A stack of plastic milk crates, filled with black-mottled shapes, caught her eye.

Of course there would be a way. The house will see to it. Belle will see to it.

Snatching up the topmost crate, she lifted it to the porch railing. Dried and mildew-speckled, the gourds tumbled down to shatter on the stones, scattering seeds over the path and frozen ground. The madwoman set the empty crate beside the balusters and slowly, painfully, pulled herself up to stand on its red grating-like surface. Then she placed a tentative foot on the wide railing.

The words came to her, dredged from memory’s storehouse. As always, when her own thoughts faltered, one of the poets spoke for her, one of the many whose works she had loved and learned and taught.

Balanced on the railing, the madwoman hurled the words into the wind’s face.

“After great pain, a formal feeling comes—”

She broke off, unable at first to continue, then, gathering strength, she forced her lips to form the words, speaking the closing lines into the bitter afternoon.

“…The Snow—

First—Chill—then Stupor—then the letting go.”


The house waited.



Chapter 2

Three Dolls

Friday, December 1

The three naked baby dolls, their pudgy bodies stained with age and weather, twisted and danced in the winter wind like a grisly chorus line. As the car negotiated the twisting road down to the river, Elizabeth Goodweather saw them once more. They had hung there as long as she could remember, dangling by their almost nonexistent necks from the clothesline that sagged along the back porch of the old house called Gudger’s Stand.

The house lay below a curve so hairpin-sharp and a road so narrow that many travelers, intent on avoiding the deep ditch to one side and the sheer drop to the other, never noticed the house at all. It was easy to miss, seated as it was in a tangle of saplings, weedy brush, and household garbage, perched well below the level of the pavement on a narrow bank that fell away to the river.

I wish I’d never noticed it. It wasn’t until the power company cleared some of those big trees that you could even see the house.

Her first sight of the house and its cruel row of hanged dolls had been on a fall day sixteen years back. It was Rosie’s first year in high school. Sam was still alive. He was driving and our girls were in the back seat….

The memory was piercing: the sudden appearance of the hitherto-unseen house with its long porches front and back; the pathetic dolls and the hunched old man sitting in a chair beneath them, belaboring their rubber bodies with his lifted cane. And a woman just disappearing into the house; I only saw the tail of her skirt as she went through the door. The whole scene was bizarre—and unlike anything else I’d seen in Marshall County. I started to say something to Sam but then I couldn’t; it just seemed too awful—those helpless little baby dolls—I didn’t want the girls to see that old man hitting the dolls.

Ridiculous, of course. The very next time the girls had ridden their school buses, ghoulishly eager friends had pointed out the newly visible house and the trio of dangling dolls. As they downed their after-school snacks, Rosemary and Laurel had discussed the display with eager cheerfulness.

“Shawn says it’s where old man Randall Revis lives—and that he’s had three wives and all of them have run off. So old man Revis named the dolls for his ex-wives and he whacks them with his walking stick.”

Rosemary’s matter-of-fact explanation, punctuated by slurps of ramen noodles, was followed by her younger sister’s assertion that a girl on her bus had said the old man was a cannibal who lured children into his house and cut them up and put them in his big freezer.

“Like the witch in ‘Hansel and Gretel’! And every time he eats one, he hangs up another doll!” Laurel’s eyes had been wide but then she had smiled knowingly. “That’s not true, is it, Mum? That girl was just trying to scare the little kids, wasn’t she?”

“That’s what it sounds like to me, Laurie.” Elizabeth had been quick to agree, adding a tentative explanation about a sick old man, not right in the head.

But really, the girls just took it in stride as one of those inexplicable things grown-ups do. I think they even stopped seeing the house and the dolls. I wish I could have. For some reason I always have to look, and I’m always hoping that the dolls or the cords holding them will have rotted and fallen away. Or that the kudzu will have finally covered the whole place. The old man’s been dead for years now; you’d think someone would have taken those dolls down.

Elizabeth shuddered and forced her thoughts back to the here and now. Sam was six years dead; their daughters were grown; it was Phillip Hawkins at the wheel of her car on this particular winter afternoon. But still the sight of the hanging dolls made her shudder.

“What’s the matter, Lizabeth?” Without taking his eyes from the road, Phillip reached out to tug at her long braid. One-handed, he steered the jeep down the corkscrew road and toward the bridge over the river at Gudger’s Stand. Snowplows had been out early: tarnished ridges of frozen white from the unseasonable storm of the previous night lined the road ahead.

She caught at his free hand, happy to be pulled from her uneasy reverie. “It’s just that old house—it always gives me the creeps.”

Phillip turned into the deserted parking lot to the left of the road. For much of the year, the flat area at the base of the bridge swarmed with kayakers, rafters, and busloads of customers for the white-water rafting companies, but on this frigid day, it was deserted except for a pair of Canada geese, fluffed out against the cold.

“That one up there?” Phillip wheeled the jeep in a tight circle, bringing it to a stop facing away from the river and toward the house.

She nodded. “That one. It’s as near to being a haunted house as anything we have around here—folks tell all kinds of creepy stories about things that happened there in the past—and ten years ago the old man who lived there was murdered in his bed. They’ve never found out who did it.”

They sat in the still-rumbling car, gazing up the snow-covered slope to the dilapidated and abandoned house. Low-lying clouds washed the scene in grim tones of pale gray and faded brown.

“What’s that?” Elizabeth leaned closer to the windshield, pointing to a dark shape that seemed to quiver behind the railings at the end of the upper porch. “Do you see it? There’s something moving up there!”

“Probably just something blowing in the wind.” Phillip followed her gaze. “One of those big black trash bags maybe—”

“No, I don’t think so.” Elizabeth frowned, struggling to make sense of the dark form that had moved now to lean against the wall of the old house. “It’s a person. But what would anyone…I wish I could see—”

Phillip was already pulling out of the lot and toward the overgrown driveway that led up to the house. And even as he said “Something’s not right here,” the angular shape moved toward the porch railing. There was a flash of red and a tangle of rounded objects fell to the ground.

“It’s a woman up there.” Elizabeth craned her neck to get a better look at the figure high above them. “What’s she doing…climbing up on something or…?”

The question in her voice turned to horror. “Phillip! I think she’s going to jump!”

The car was halfway up the driveway when they were halted by a downed tree lying across the overgrown ruts. High above them they could see the woman balanced on the railing. One arm around a porch pillar, she swayed in the wind.

Elizabeth shoved her door open and leaped from the car. Pulling on her jacket as she ran, she pounded up the steep drive, skidding treacherously on the frozen mud and ice-covered puddles. Behind her, she could hear the steady thud of Phillip’s boots. Ahead she could see the scarecrow form of the woman, teetering on her precarious perch. Black hair writhed around her head, obscuring her face, and a long black coat lofted out in the wind, making her look like some great bird preparing for flight.

“Stop!” Elizabeth’s voice was little more than a thin quaver against the wind, and she took a breath and tried again. “Please!…Wait!…Talk to us!”

This time her cry reached the woman on the railing, who turned at the sound. Her pale face stared at Elizabeth and her lips moved, but the words, if there were words, were carried away by the pitiless wind.

Elizabeth gasped. “Nola!”

She tried to run faster, even as she shouted to the figure high above her. “It’s me, Nola—Elizabeth Goodweather. Please, get down from there before—”

The woman on the railing hesitated, wavered. Then she lifted her head as if listening to a faraway sound.

“Nola! Wait where you are, please! We’ll help you…” Elizabeth’s side was aching and her voice was a rasping croak, but she forced herself up the road and toward the old house. In the distance, a siren began its urgent howl.

Phillip was at her side now, pointing to the stairs that led to the upper porch. “Keep talking to her; I’ll try to get up there.”

The siren was louder now, very near.

“Nola, let us help you!” She kept moving toward the porch, laboring to be heard, to be understood, to get closer, to make eye contact with this woman she had met only a few months before. “Please, be careful; that railing looks—”

Above her the black-haired woman slowly shook her head. Elizabeth heard the emergency vehicle turn into the drive behind her. The siren shrieked once more, then died away.

She turned to see a Marshall County sheriff’s car stopped just behind her jeep. Its light was pulsing in blue rhythmic bursts as two men, followed by a smaller figure in jeans and a purple fleece jacket, emerged from its interior and began to race up the drive.

Whirling to see what effect this new arrival would have, Elizabeth was just in time to see the black-clad figure release her hold on the post, spread her arms wide, and plunge—a great ungainly raven tumbling from the sky.

         

“How the hell she survived…if it hadn’t been for one of those old boxwoods breaking her fall before she hit the stone walk…”

The EMTs had responded swiftly, strapping the crumpled, unconscious body of Miss Nola Barrett to a backboard and loading her into the ambulance for the trip to an Asheville emergency room. The young woman in the purple jacket had gone with Miss Barrett.

“She’s the one who called us,” Sheriff Mackenzie Blaine had explained. “Miss Barrett’s niece or something—been visiting her aunt. She said Miss Barrett’s started acting kind of squirrelly—obsessing about this house. Evidently the house belongs to Miss Barrett—or she thinks it does. Anyway, the niece—what’s her name, Trace, Tracy?—said she went to the store after lunch and when she came back, her aunt was gone. She found footprints on the trail leading down this way and was concerned that Miss Barrett might be going to…to hurt herself.”

As soon as the ambulance had been loaded, Phillip had led Elizabeth to her car, started the motor, and turned the heat to high. In moments, the car filled with warmth, but Elizabeth, her face pale and drawn, continue to shiver. Phillip put an arm around her as Mackenzie Blaine slipped into the back seat. Behind the jeep, his deputy waited in the patrol car. Clouds of white exhaust billowed from both vehicles.

“It’s a sad thing, seeing a woman like Miss Barrett come to this.” Blaine stared out the car window at the old house. “Folks always thought a lot of her around here. Funny thing—”

“Mac,” Phillip interrupted. “Why’d the niece call you? How’d she know her aunt wasn’t over at a neighbor’s house or—”

“There was a note—and it worried the niece enough that she called us right away—well, you saw what happened—Miss Barrett was trying to kill herself.”

Blaine opened the back door and stepped out into the cold air. “Looks like she may get her wish too—the EMTs weren’t sure if she’d make it, with that head injury.”

He leaned back into the car and cast a sympathetic brown gaze at Elizabeth. It’s the sympathy that does it, every time, she thought, firmly quelling the rising tide of tears.

“You knew her, you said?” The sheriff’s voice was warm and gentle, full of concern. There was no hint of official inquiry.

Elizabeth gulped and nodded. “I met her for the first time a few months ago. But, Mackenzie, Nola Barrett isn’t squirrelly… or suicidal…at least not when I saw her a week ago. My god, the woman has a memory like…like…”

She faltered, unable to find an apt comparison. “Her memory’s amazing. Just a few weeks ago I was telling her about how Sam and I left suburbia to learn to farm…how we wanted a garden and cows and bees…and all of a sudden she launched into ‘Nine bean-rows will I have there, a hive for the honey-bee—’”

Seeing bewilderment spread over the sheriff’s face, Elizabeth broke off. “It’s from a poem by William Butler Yeats. Nola knew it all by heart. She once told me that she’d memorized page after page of poetry when she was young and still could go on for hours without repeating herself. She was…she was the most…”

The memory of that nightmare figure on the upper porch, the pathetic crumpled form caught in the green-black clutch of the ancient boxwood, and the stricken, bloodless face that had disappeared into the ambulance was too much. Betrayed by her emotions, Elizabeth choked, unable to go on.

Blaine’s eyes met Phillip’s and he said gently, “You all go on home now, Hawk. I’ll be in touch.”

When the sheriff’s car had gone, leaving the way clear, Phillip began to back slowly and carefully down the rutted drive. Elizabeth stared up at the old house. The blank windows returned her stare, watching and waiting under the lowering sky, and the entire scene swam and wavered in her watery gaze.

As they pulled farther away from the house, once again she could see the dolls on the old porch, stirred by the chill wind sweeping down the river gorge into a writhing, endless dance.



Chapter 3

Nola Barrett

Friday, December 1

Tell me about that house. You said there’d been a murder…is that why no one lives there?”

Phillip handed Elizabeth a thick mug of rum-fortified tea. Her call to the hospital had been fruit-less—beyond the fact that Nola Barrett had been admitted and was still alive, no information was forthcoming.

He took his seat on the denim-covered sofa beside Elizabeth. She had finally stopped shivering but was withdrawn to some wordless sorrow, staring into the fire.

Get her talking—otherwise she’ll clam up and hold that misery in. He began to rub the back of her neck and could feel the tension in her body slacken. “The building’s overgrown and run-down for sure but it looks pretty sound. At least the ridge line isn’t sagging—that’s one of the earliest signs that a place is falling apart. With the great view from those porches—the river and the mountains—it’s hard to believe some Florida person hasn’t snapped it up and turned it into a bed-and-breakfast—it’s sure big enough.”

His fingers moved down to work the muscles of her shoulder. She was still silent; then, with a last sip of the tea, she set her mug on the old chest before the sofa and turned to offer both shoulders for his attentions.

“As a matter of fact, that’s what the house was years ago—not a B and B, but an inn. Back before the railroad came through, it was one of the stopping places on the Drovers’ Road.”

Her voice was low and sad, but at least she was talking. Phillip continued to knead the taut muscles. “Yeah…I kinda remember Aunt Omie talking about that—the road through Marshall County where they used to drive hogs and such to market. I’d forgotten…it followed the river, didn’t it? So of course it would have come right by there.”

Elizabeth’s head dropped and she leaned forward. “That feels good. You have a nice firm touch.”

She breathed a contented sigh and went on. “You’re right, the Drovers’ Road ran by the river, pretty much where the railroad is now. And every eight or ten miles there’d be an inn with big lots or corrals to put the livestock in for the night. They called them ‘stands,’ those stopping places. And that creepy old house was the inn at this stand. The park where the paddlers put in and the fields by the river—all that’s where the corrals were—”

“—and that’s why the area at the bridge is called Gudger’s Stand.” Phillip beamed with pleasure. She was relaxing and she was talking. Keep it up. “That makes sense,” he continued. “It never occurred to me to wonder—there’re so many odd names here in the mountains.”

“I guess it was a Mr. Gudger who built the place and ran the stand. Evidently the house is one of the very few drovers’ inns still…still standing, no pun intended.”

There was a lack of humor in her voice, but at least this was a flash of the usual Elizabeth. He nodded to himself as she went on. “The only other remains of a stock stand that I know of in Marshall County are down the river a little way. Remember on that raft trip we did back in the summer? About halfway between the bridge and Hot Springs, just before those big rapids, the guide pointed out a little stone building. He said that it was all that was left of another stand.”

“So the old house is a historic place, huh?” Phillip worked his fingers down either side of Elizabeth’s spine. “It really seems like there’d be someone hot to turn it into one of those tourist ‘destinations.’ The way the county’s growing, I can’t believe no one’s thought about doing something with the only remaining drovers’ inn, even if there was a murder there.”

Under his fingers, he could feel her body tense again as she replied. “It wasn’t just the old man’s murder—the place has always had a bad reputation. Supposedly there were other murders way back—drovers returning home, killed for the money they were carrying. And then, after the railroad came through and there weren’t any more stock drives, the inn turned into more of a tavern and a hangout—lots of drinking and fighting and there were shootings now and then. Miss Birdie still talks about what a dangerous place Gudger’s Stand was, back when she was a girl.”

The cell phone at Phillip’s waist vibrated. He kept one hand on Elizabeth’s back, moving it in lazy circles as he flipped open the little instrument.

“It’s Mac, Lizabeth. Maybe he’ll have some news about your friend.”

Mackenzie Blaine’s report was terse: Nola Barrett was stable but unconscious. A dislocated shoulder and a concussion seemed to be her major injuries.

“Amazing it wasn’t worse.” Phillip returned the phone to his belt. “Mac said Miss Barrett’s niece is with her and is making arrangements for her care whenever she can be moved. The doctor won’t commit herself, but did tell Mac that the old lady had a good chance of a full recovery—physically, anyway.”

“Nola’s sixty-four.” Elizabeth’s voice was thoughtful. “Only ten years older than I am.”

“Are you serious?” Again he saw the sticklike figure, swaying and gibbering in the wind…and the huddled, broken shape with a death mask for a face, being loaded into the EMS ambulance. “I just assumed—I don’t know…senility…Alzheimer’s…something like that.”

“It couldn’t have been.” Elizabeth swung around to face him, her eyes flashing blue fire. “Not Nola Barrett. Absolutely not.”

         

Absolutely not. But what had taken Nola Barrett to the old house she had vowed never to enter again; what had sent her over that high railing in search of death?

As she lay in the steaming water of her pre–bedtime bath, Elizabeth thought back to her first meeting with Miss Barrett. It had been only a few months ago, when Sallie Kate had called. Sallie Kate, whose real estate business took her over so much of Marshall County and acquainted her with so many of its inhabitants, needed a favor.

“It’s about that old building at Gudger’s Stand, honey.” Sallie Kate’s voice was excited as she described the various groups interested in the property—the historic old inn with its adjacent acreage and river frontage. There were rival developers with plans for an upscale gated community on the property. And there were preservationists and environmentalists who wanted a nature sanctuary and drovers’ museum.

“I’d think you’d be thrilled to have so much interest in the place,” Elizabeth had gently teased her friend.

“Oh, there’s plenty of interest, all right. Along with the developers and the tree huggers, there’re the local people who think gold’s hidden there, back from the days of the Drovers’ Road. And county gossip says there’re a few folks with something to hide about the murder of old man Revis—folks who’d be just as happy to see that place burn to the ground. County gossip also says that Vance Holcombe—you know, the sheriff back then—didn’t try very hard to solve the crime. And that Mackenzie Blaine, our illustrious current sheriff, may know more about the case than he’s sayin’.”

Elizabeth had nodded into the phone, wondering vaguely what sort of favor Sallie Kate wanted.

“The thing is, honey, I’m tryin’ to get Miss Nola to hire a lawyer—at this point she doesn’t have clear title to the place, no matter what the family tree in her Bible says. If old man Revis made a will, no one knows where it is. And here I’ve got deep-pocket buyers absolutely slaverin’ over the place and she keeps draggin’ her feet.

“So, Elizabeth honey, I figure this might be right up your alley. Did I mention that Miss Nola has several trunks full of family quilts? Some even go back to before the war—the Wa-wahr, that is—the Civil Wa-wahr. You’re always so interested in old quilts—let me take you over to meet Miss Nola. I know you two’ll get along. And then, maybe you can help her understand that if she doesn’t hire a lawyer to sort out this mess and get a clear title to the property, she’s not likely to see a dime from that place.”

         

And so Elizabeth had made the short trip, across the river and up the winding road to Dewell Hill. The little settlement, early and briefly the center of Marshall County government, had long ago lost the battle for preeminence to Ransom, where a red-brick courthouse in the neoclassical style shed glory on the modest county seat. In recent years Dewell Hill had lapsed even further, from a thriving village to a somnolent cluster of houses, several churches, and a small convenience store. What had once been a proud two-story school for grades one through twelve had been partially demolished, leaving only a paltry one-story wing to serve as a community center.

They don’t even have a post office anymore. The low frame building that had, fifteen or twenty years before, housed a general store and a tiny post office had been converted into two rental units. With a lovely view of the garbage bins, Elizabeth thought, pulling her car in behind the silver SUV that bore on its front doors the Country Manors logo and phone number.

Nola Barrett’s tiny stone house sat on a corner, perilously near the pavement. Across one road was the garbage collection center with its looming green bins; across the other, the erstwhile post office. Behind the house an ancient gnarled apple tree stooped and spread its bare branches over the little lean-to back porch. A wisp of white smoke lifted from the stone chimney and vanished against the sky’s deep blue.

“Come in the house!” Sallie Kate’s cheerful voice had called out as the front door opened. “Nola’s expecting you.”

Elizabeth had stepped through the door of the little cottage and stopped in sheer confusion. But I wasn’t expecting this, she thought as her eyes took in the contents of the room.

Books. Books and books upon books. They lined the walls of the little sitting room, packed tight on simple white-painted shelves. Old books, new books, paperbacks and hardcovers in a kaleidoscope of colors. More volumes were in neat stacks on the end tables that flanked the shabby chintz-covered love seat, and still more were on the sturdy oak table under the window, ranging beside a laptop computer. Next to the boxy oil heater, a sagging upholstered armchair with a matching ottoman was attended by knee-high towers of still more books. The no-nonsense reading light just behind the chair and the worn fabric of the armrests, as well as the permanent sag of the cushion, suggested that this was the owner’s habitual seat.

Sallie Kate had been in full realtor regalia that day—gray wool slacks, black turtleneck, and a fire engine–red blazer. Her usually helter-skelter blonde curls had been slightly subdued by a pair of side-combs that she was in the act of resettling.

“I doubt I’ll ever get the hang of these things.” Sallie Kate peered dubiously over the top of her wire-rimmed glasses into a little mirror on the wall. “The last time Lola cut my hair, she fixed it so cute with these—I mean très elegant, honey—”

“I think it looks great.” Elizabeth glanced around the little room. “Where’s—?”

“She’s back there in the kitchen, fixin’ some coffee.” Sallie Kate glanced at a half-open door and added in a whisper, “Get her to show you the quilts and then ask her about the old inn. Eventually you can get around to the lawyer thing. She won’t listen to me and I can’t stay anyway; I’ve got a closin’ in Ransom at ten-thirty. Just remember—”

“You’ll have time for a cup of coffee before you go, Sallie Kate. It won’t take you fifteen minutes to get to Ransom, so just sit down and quit fidgeting.”

The woman who came through the door to the kitchen spoke in the firm tones of one who expects—and receives—prompt obedience. She carried a hammered-copper tray with three sea-green pottery mugs, a matching sugar bowl and cream pitcher, and a shining glass-and-chrome French press coffeemaker. Moving without hurry, she advanced on the oak table and deposited her burden in the cleared space to the right of the computer. Then she turned and put out her hand. “Elizabeth Goodweather, I presume.” A smile flitted across her thin lips. “Sallie Kate tells me you’re interested in quilts.”

“Yes, ma’am.” Elizabeth took the proffered hand, cool and dry, a collection of fragile bones. “I’ve made a few quilts and I have some beautiful ones done by my great-grandmother and her sister.”

Nola Barrett regarded Elizabeth with an appraising eye, then released her hand and turned to pour the coffee. There had been unexpected strength in that brief clasp. I was expecting an old lady—but this woman’s…what, in her sixties? Maybe ten years older than me. What made me call her “ma’am”? I bet she hates hearing that from someone with more gray hair than she has.

Indeed, Miss Nola Barrett’s hair, sleeked back into a classic French twist, was black as the proverbial crow’s wing. As were her carefully penciled eyebrows. The older woman’s elegantly spare and upright frame was clothed in a crisp white shirt tucked neatly into a flared charcoal wool skirt, while her long, narrow feet were encased in well-polished black low-heeled pumps. A gray wool cardigan, adorned with a silver brooch in the shape of a dogwood blossom, and opaque black stockings completed the somber outfit.

Elizabeth, supremely conscious of her own faded jeans, boots, and flannel shirt, found herself smiling. I was expecting someone like Miss Birdie or Dorothy—in a little print housedress or polyester pants and sweatshirt—not this. I’m used to the farm folks of Marshall County; obviously Nola Barrett is something else. Sallie Kate must be mistaken; this woman doesn’t look like anyone who needs help understanding the legal system.

But Sallie Kate was standing, looking at her watch, gulping down the last of her coffee, and saying a hurried good-bye. She was out of the door in a scarlet flurry, and Elizabeth was left alone with her hostess.

“You haven’t mentioned the books yet.” Nola Barrett settled into the armchair. A cool gray gaze studied Elizabeth through thick lenses set into heavy black frames. “Most people ask if I’ve read them all.”

“I’ll bet they do.” Elizabeth nodded in smiling agreement. “I have a full wall of books in my living room, and I almost always get that question. I’ve taken to saying that they’re there for insulation.”

“So you’re a reader too.” The steely-gray eyes softened. “What do you read?”

“A bit of everything—the classics, Southern fiction, English mysteries, biographies, history—”

“Did Sallie Kate mention to you that I’m working on a historical novel about Marshall County?” With a nod toward the laptop, Nola Barrett went on. “I taught English literature for many years at Mars Hill College, and when I retired I decided to try my hand at writing.”

Gradually Nola Barrett’s story had been told. “I was born right here in Dewell Hill—and grew up in this very house, as a matter of fact. My mother had no education to speak of, but she was determined that I should have a chance for more. She kept me at my books—books she could barely read herself—and took any job she could find to keep me in school. Fortunately, I took to learning like a starving man to food—we couldn’t afford many extras and, heresy of heresies, didn’t own a television. I was an odd bird: I amused myself by memorizing poetry, which, as you might imagine, didn’t do much for my popularity with my classmates. But by the time I was through high school, a local church arranged a scholarship for me at a women’s college in Atlanta. One of the members was a recent graduate and she acted as a mentor, making sure that I had the right clothes and an allowance that would allow me to fit in with my classmates.

“And at college”—Miss Barrett stood and returned her empty mug to the tray—“I managed to lose my mountain accent. At first my roommates could hardly understand me; later they mimicked and teased me till I learned to speak in the educated dialect I now employ. You, on the other hand”—her head tilted to one side as she regarded Elizabeth with a pensive gaze—“your original speech was undoubtedly educated—oh, Southern, definitely, but educated. Now, I think, some of the mountain patois has become part of your habitual language. Am I correct?”

“Guilty as charged!” Elizabeth felt a flush rising on her face but hastened to explain herself. “I love some of the great phrases I hear from my neighbors. So, yes, you’ll hear me saying things like ‘everwhat’ instead of ‘whatever,’ or ‘They’re givin’ rain this evenin’ ’ for the weather forecast, or ‘Back of this’ meaning ‘before’…. And I guess I’ve probably picked up a bit of a twang…”

“Yes, you have indeed.” It was not, Elizabeth noted, said disapprovingly; just a statement of fact.

“But you came to see my quilts.” Nola Barrett rose, moved to a tall wooden cupboard, and opened it, revealing three deep shelves on which folded quilts and coverlets lay. A scent of cedar, mixed with some herbal aroma, wafted out into the warm room. A bottom shelf was packed with bright toys, picture books, and a tall red, yellow, and green plush rooster, all evidently brand-new.

Odd. I wonder who those are for? Elizabeth was opening her mouth to ask, when Nola Barrett reached for a bundle wrapped in what looked like an old sheet.

“This is the oldest of the quilts—dated 1860.” She brought it out and gently pulled back the swaddling fabric. “I’ll spread it out on the love seat so you can look at it.”

Elizabeth stood and watched as the small, somber quilt was unfolded. Usually quilts inspired good feelings in her—awe at their beauty, amused affection at their naivete—but this—this quilt made her uneasy. She frowned at it. The solemn purples and blacks had been carefully cut and meticulously pieced into an intricate pattern of linking circles. A wide black border with a quilted motif that resembled a twisted rope surrounded the whole.

“Do you recognize the pattern?” One bony finger traced the circumference of the central circle.

“I’m not sure…something to do with a wheel, I think. I know I’ve seen pictures but—”

“It’s a Wheel of Mystery.” Nola Barrett beamed with quiet satisfaction. “I showed it to a quilt expert at the Folk Art Center in Asheville. They were quite taken with it—begged me to consider donating it to their collection.”

Elizabeth was bending over the quilt, minutely examining the tiny stitches of the decorative quilting, the variety of purple fabrics that had been used, the excellent condition of the entire piece—but for a stain on one corner of the quilt, it was really almost perfect—no fading, no deterioration.

“You said it was dated…?”

“There’s some writing on the back; there on the corner where the stain is. Go on; it’s all right to handle it.”

Elizabeth gingerly turned back the stained corner to reveal a purple square of cloth affixed to the loosely woven backing. There was writing in a spidery hand, the black ink sharp against the pale violet. L. G. ~ 1860 ~ A Life for a Life, followed by more initials—B. C.

“A life for a life?” Elizabeth pulled her reading glasses from her shirt pocket and leaned closer. “Is that what it says?”

She studied the quilt, wondering at its odd dimensions—long and narrow. “Was it made for a baby…maybe one whose mother died in childbirth? That might be the meaning…”

Miss Nola Barrett’s eyes had narrowed. “Now that’s a possibility I hadn’t considered. I’ve always assumed it was a coffin cover.”
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