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Advance Praise for Man in the Blue Moon

“Michael Morris has been one of my favorite Southern writers. His new novel is reason for great celebration. Man in the Blue Moon is a beautifully wrought portrayal of small-town Southern life where poverty, tragedy, and human love engage in a ritualistic dance. His portrait of Dead Lakes, Florida, is one of the best portraits of a small Southern town I’ve ever encountered. His main character, Ella Wallace, is fascinating, and Mr. Morris is one of those rare writers whose females are as fully formed individuals as his males. Buy it. Read it.”

PAT CONROY, New York Times bestselling author

“Michael Morris is a wonderful writer with a unique gift—he can break your heart and mend it, all in the same sentence.”

PATTI CALLAHAN HENRY, author of Coming Up for Air

“The magic of turn-of-the-century Old Florida, in all its pain and natural beauty, has found its voice with native son Michael Morris in his latest novel. Told in a multitude of voices, all desperate, all determined, Man in the Blue Moon spins a delicate, unforgettable family drama of abandonment and grit and redemption from unlikely sources. Morris describes with a pitch-perfect ear a vanishing rural culture of timber-cuts and bank foreclosures, where hard-held faith was not a luxury but a necessity for survival. Florida is lucky to have him.”

JANIS OWENS, author of My Brother Michael and The Cracker Kitchen

“Now that I have read Man in the Blue Moon, I’m suffering anxiety pains waiting for a publication date. Our book clubs continually select Michael’s titles, and [this] is his best work by far. Every member of our staff will ‘dig’ this delightful story of an innocent time in the South and the marvelous characters that delight and disappoint.”

JAKE REISS, owner, The Alabama Booksmith, Birmingham, AL

“This new novel by Michael Morris not only effortlessly transported me to Apalachicola, Florida, but back in time. . . . The characters are all so believable. . . . Morris is such a visual writer that I could see the story unfold in my mind like a movie as I read it. . . . I can’t wait to sell this wonderful novel to all my customers who love fiction.”

MARY GAY SHIPLEY, owner, That Bookstore in Blytheville, Blytheville, AR

“Man in the Blue Moon is incredible. This novel will appeal to a wide range of readers. I really loved this book!”

KARIN WILSON, owner, Page & Palette, Fairhope, AL

“I loved Man in the Blue Moon! Finished it Saturday and have been thinking about it ever since. . . . One of the keys to hand-selling is the story behind the book, and Michael Morris has got a doozy with this one! . . . Make no mistake—his storytelling is original, compelling, and extremely descriptive.”

SALLY BREWSTER, owner, Park Road Books, Charlotte, NC

“As a Southern bookseller, we have missed the voice of Michael Morris since A Place Called Wiregrass and Slow Way Home. Man in the Blue Moon is another of those stories from a true Southern writer with a keen sense of a good story.”

TOM WARNER, owner, Litchfield Books, Pawleys Island, SC

“If ever there was a perfect book for my book club it would be Man in the Blue Moon! It’s all about the story for me and this one is pure MAGIC! We have characters that we develop a vested interest in [and] enchanted storytelling at its finest! . . . A real page-turner and one that will keep the home “book reading” fires burning!”

KATHY L. PATRICK, founder of The Pulpwood Queens and Timber Guys Book Clubs
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While world leaders stood on platforms and predicted the end of World War I, Ella Wallace stood behind a cash register in a country store and knew without a doubt that her battle was just beginning.

Through the open door Ella could make out the calico-colored cat she constantly shooed away from the store. It climbed down a cypress tree draped in Spanish moss and was careful not to step into the murky water at the edge of the low-lying lake that gave Dead Lakes, Florida, its name.

The cat then trotted across the dirt road and dashed in front of a wagon loaded with sacks of horse feed. It paused long enough to rub its back against the lowest stair leading into Ella’s store. It looked up and turned its head as if it knew Ella was watching.

Chimes shaped like Chinese lanterns hung above the store door. They twisted in the late-May breeze and called out as the cat entered. It arched its back and pawed at a clump of tobacco-stained sawdust on the floor.

Ella didn’t take a step toward the cat. She wondered if she could move at all. In all her thirty-five years, she never thought she would wind up on the verge of financial and emotional collapse.

Staring back at her in the glass window etched with the words Wallace Commissary was a reflection Ella no longer wanted to acknowledge. Hints of gray were beginning to streak her black hair, and weariness was settling in her blue eyes. Only the full lips that her husband had once called “deliciously pouty” remained of the seventeen-year-old girl who, against her aunt’s wishes, had wed Harlan Wallace in the parlor of a circuit judge he’d once beaten in a poker game. Ella had ignored her aunt’s warnings at the time, but there was no denying them now. “He’s a gambler at best. A con artist at worst,” her aunt had said of the handlebar-mustached man who snatched Ella away from her dreams of studying art in France. Ella’s aunt had known the French consul back when the country had an office in Apalachicola. Her aunt Katherine had planned the trip to study abroad the same way she orchestrated everything else in Ella’s life. Now that dream, like the country itself, was ravaged.

Eighteen years later, here Ella stood, struggling to keep the store she had never wanted from being foreclosed on and trying to support the three sons who were still at home and depended on her.

Ella gripped two letters, one from the Blue Moon Clock Company and another from Gillespie Savings and Loan. Watching the minister’s wife, Myer Simpson, finger through a stack of cloth, Ella held the letters flat in her hands like weighted tarot cards. She hoped one would outweigh the other and give her an indication as to which to follow.

Ella could either scrape together enough to make a partial payment on the second mortgage her husband had taken out on their property, or she could gamble on paying the freight charges for a clock her husband must have ordered before he disappeared.

Myer Simpson held up daisy-printed cloth and popped it in the air. Dust danced in the light. Ella used the clock-company envelope to shade her eyes from the early-morning sun that seeped in through the windows. Her thoughts were as scattered as the dust.

With the clock, she stood a chance of selling it and making a profit. The letter didn’t say that freight charges for the delivery were covered, only that the clock itself was paid for in full. She hoped if she pulled aside some money to pay the freight, she could sell the clock and use the profit to make a higher payment on the past-due loan. “You’re robbing Peter to pay Paul,” Ella heard her fearful aunt Katherine call out in her mind. For the past three months, the bank loan had been paid in portions that never equaled the total amount due.

Clive Gillespie, the banker, had made it clear to Ella that she was legally responsible for her husband’s bad decisions. “The eyes of the law have no cataracts,” Gillespie continuously reminded her before pushing her to sell him the property.

The land that her husband had taken over as his own was the last possession she had left of her father’s. His gold watch, the diamond-studded tie clip, and the curls of hair that her father had maintained until death belonged to President Lincoln—they had all been sold, one by one, to cover her husband’s debts. The tract of land that sat on the Florida panhandle was thick with pines and cypress. An artesian spring fed a pool of water that local Indians claimed could remedy gout and arthritis. The acreage had been in her family for two generations. Before her parents had died of typhoid fever, her father had given her strict instructions to use the land but never to sell it.

Ella had been only eleven when her father died, but whenever she thought of him, she still felt the grip of his fingers around her wrist as he leaned up on the side of his deathbed. His words were tangled in the bloody mucus that was suffocating him. Ella struggled to turn away but his bony fingers dug deeper into her. “Hold on to your land,” he wheezed. “It’s your birthright. Don’t forget whose you are and where you come from.”

But that was long ago. That was before she met Harlan Wallace and accepted his proposal to join their lives and livelihoods together. That was certainly before she had learned through Mr. Gillespie that her husband had taken out a second mortgage on the property. The banker never seemed to believe her when she told him that Harlan had forged her signature.

“How much for this red polka-dotted one?” Myer Simpson held up the cloth with the edge of her fingertip. She eyed Ella through the tops of her glasses. Her pointy nose and collapsed chin always reminded Ella of a hedgehog. “It’s got a nick at the bottom,” she added.

“Does a nickel sound fair?” Ella asked.

“Three cents sounds fairer.”

As she paid for the cloth, Myer Simpson used the newspaper with President Wilson’s picture on the front page to fan herself. “You heard about Judge Willughby’s son?”

“So sad,” Ella said. “So young.”

“They tell me he died in the middle of the ocean. In a submarine. Can you imagine? Losing your boy in a contraption like that . . . in the middle of the ocean, no less.” With her fingers spread across the face of President Wilson, Mrs. Simpson lifted the edge of her straw hat and fanned her scalp. She paused long enough to point toward the spot on the shelf where bags of sugar had once sat. “When in the world will you get some more sugar?”

“I can’t get a straight answer. All I hear is not to sell more than half a pound a week, and I can’t even get the first pound.”

Myer Simpson frowned and fanned faster. “The way this war is going on, if I ever see sugar again, it will be a miracle. President Wilson keeps talking about peace, but I don’t know what this world is coming to. Wars and plagues . . . well, just last week I received a letter from my sister in Kansas. She says hundreds of boys at Fort Riley came down with some sort of flu. Strapping boys dropping dead . . . just like that.” Myer Simpson swatted the air with the folded newspaper. “Mark my word, we’re living in the end times.”

A breeze swept in through the store door, and the chimes called out, soothing the air. Ella welcomed the distraction. She was anxious enough as it was. She didn’t need the added burden of dire revelations.

Myer Simpson smiled at Ella in a way that made her feel uncomfortable. It was an expression that Ella took as a show of pity. “We’ve been missing you at church. Do you think we’ll see you this Sunday?”

To avoid Myer Simpson’s stare, Ella looked down at the counter.

“Now, Ella, not to pry,” Myer said, moving closer, “but you know what Reverend Simpson says: we can be bitter or we can be better.”

Ella felt a panicked grip on her chest. Her eyes landed on the Blue Moon Clock logo on the envelope in her hand. It was a cartoonish drawing of a full blue moon shaped like a man’s smiling face. “Mrs. Simpson, would you have any need for a clock?”

Myer Simpson recoiled backward. “What? No. Now I’m talking to you about—”

“I have a clock being delivered by steamboat to Apalachicola. It’s beautiful,” Ella said without knowing anything about the item her husband had ordered. “Handcrafted. Walnut, I believe. I just thought that maybe you’d . . .”

“Where’s it coming from?”

Ella flipped the envelope back over and looked at the return address. “Bainbridge, Georgia.”

“What use do I have with another clock? I’ve got a fine clock sitting right on my mantel,” Myer Simpson said while placing her purchase in a wicker bag. When she got to the edge of the door next to a barrel of apples, she paused and lifted her finger. “My daughter, Mary Francis, might be interested, though. When you get it, I’ll take a look.” She stepped outside and then came back, leaning halfway into the store until her drooping bosom brushed against the peeling doorframe. “If it’s a grandfather clock, I especially want to see it. I’ve always wanted one of those.”

Ella didn’t even bother to put the Closed sign up on the door when she locked it. She snatched the Blue Moon envelope from the counter and yanked off her apron.

On the back porch of the store, Ella tried to step past Narsissa, who was sweeping sawdust into an organized pile. A Creek Indian, Narsissa had shown up at the store with all of her possessions wrapped in a gingham quilt, wanting to work until she had enough money to buy passage to Brazil. Six years later she was still living in a converted smokehouse behind Ella’s home. She stopped sweeping and stuck out her boot. “Where are you running off to?”

“I’ve made up my mind. I’m getting that clock.” Ella stepped over Narsissa’s boot and walked down the wooden stairs and toward the white clapboard home that was guarded by a sunflower garden. She didn’t have to look back to know that Narsissa was shaking her head in disapproval. Her braided hair, as thick as a horse’s tail, would be swinging back and forth.

Narsissa had made her opinion known about the mysterious letter last night at supper. “The last thing you need to go and do is upset that bank man. He’s told you and told you—he will take this place. He’s not playing, either.” Ella tried to forget the words of caution. Besides, Narsissa was too cautious for her own good. If she had been of a nature to gamble for something better, she would have left a long time ago for Brazil in search of the husband who supposedly awaited her.

It was just a clock, Ella kept telling herself as she walked through the back door of her home and smelled the turnips that were stewing on the woodstove. If nothing else, she could give it to Mr. Busby, the picture taker, and let him take it on his circuit. He could sell it just like he had all her father’s other possessions, and she could split the money with him again.

Ella reached for a log that was stacked atop a pile in the corner, and a lizard ran out. She snatched it up by the tail and jerked open the screen door. As she threw the lizard outside, Ella was sideswiped by the fear that she, too, would be tossed out of her home. She pictured the fear that had become a constant tormentor as a black mushroom clamped to the side of her brain, a deformity of sorts that she had begun to accept as her lot in life. She put another log in the stove and poked at the embers extra hard, causing sparks to fly out. She never paused to realize that before Harlan’s afflictions, the idea of catching a lizard by the tail would have caused her to shiver.

“Samuel . . . Samuel, are you here?” Ella could smell the salve from the hallway. She followed the scent to her youngest son, Macon. He was propped up on the bed, his throat swollen and blisters the size of quarters covering the outside of his lips. Sweat lined Macon’s forehead, and when he turned to look at Ella, his cheeks seemed gaunter than they had the day before.

“Did he eat anything?” Ella asked her other son, Keaton. Then, not wanting Macon to think that she thought he was invisible, she turned to him and wiped his brow with the rag that was in the basin next to the bed. “Baby, did you manage to eat any breakfast?”

Both boys shook their heads at the same time. There were seven years between them, yet Macon looked more like he was three instead of six. The virus that wouldn’t let go had caused him to seemingly shrink until there were nights when Ella dreamed that she walked into his room and found nothing more than a son the size of an acorn.

In desperation, Ella had even used some of the mortgage money to hire an internist from Panama City to make a house visit. The doctor had arrived with a medical bag made of cowhide. When he set the bag on the edge of the bed, Ella noticed that it was ripped in the corner, revealing discolored cardboard. The doctor spread his tools across the nightstand next to Macon’s bed and anointed Ella’s oldest son, Samuel, his assistant. “I take it you’re the man around the place now that your daddy has run off from the henhouse,” the doctor said without looking at Ella. Samuel rubbed the sparse goatee that he was trying to grow on his sixteen-year-old chin and nodded. When Keaton stepped forward to get a closer look at the scratched silver tools on the nightstand, Samuel jerked his brother away and shoved him back toward the spot where Ella stood at the bedroom door. While the doctor prodded and poked Macon, he rambled on about a weakened constitution caused from parasites.

“You know how boys this age can be. He’ll eat the dirt and anything that’s in it,” the doctor had said. “A virus in the chicken pox family,” he declared. “He’s still puny because the illness is aggravated by his asthma. He’ll be back to running around in no time.” Ella followed the doctor’s instructions to the letter, preparing coffee so thick that it looked like mud. She mixed in the powder that the man had magically pulled from his bag. Macon gagged and vomited when she fed it to him. By the fifth day, she had heeded Macon’s plea to stop making him sicker.

“Well,” Ella said as she sat on the side of Macon’s bed. “What if I get you some candy? Not that cheap candy from our store . . . genuine salt water taffy from the dock.” She watched her ailing son’s eyes light up. He loved the taffy that came straight from the boats that docked in the bay at Apalachicola. Back when times were better, he’d gone with his father to town every chance he had.

“We’re going to town today?” Keaton, the middle son, asked. There was a stitch of hair above his lip. It was a constant reminder to Ella that he was a boy trapped inside a body that was becoming a man.

“I’ve decided to go ahead and pick up that shipment from the clock company.”

Keaton jumped up from the wooden chair and shuffled his feet in a playful way that made Macon laugh and then grimace in pain. Before Ella could touch Macon’s forehead again, her youngest son sighed, expressing the frustration they all felt toward the illness that not even Narsissa with her herbs and chants could eradicate.

“Where has Samuel run off to now?” Ella asked. Since the day the doctor had prescribed him the role of head of the household, Samuel had taken the responsibility with a seriousness that at first made Ella proud. Now his arrogance was irritating. It was, she realized, the same overconfidence that had first attracted her to his father.

“Samuel is still out squirrel hunting,” Keaton said. His eyes were green like her father’s had been. Of the three boys, Keaton was the one who felt most like hers, seemingly untainted by the troubled blood of her husband.

“Please get him. Ask him to hitch the wagon. And ask Narsissa to come inside. She can stay with Macon until we get back from town.”

Inside her bedroom, Ella looked into the spider-veined mirror above her dresser. Pulling her hair into a twist against the nape of her neck, she snatched out a gray strand. She put on the earrings Narsissa had made for her out of baby mockingbird feathers and oyster shells. Fingering the dangling earrings, she felt that by wearing them she somehow paid homage to the young woman she used to be. That young woman, who had been sent to attend finishing school in Apalachicola by the aunt with dreams, had become nothing more than a mist that sprinkled her memories. For some odd reason, Ella could still recite bits and pieces of a poem from English class. A verse about the eyes being the mirror to the soul. Pulling back the skin around her forehead and causing the wrinkles to momentarily disappear, Ella studied her eyes. There was dullness now that resembled the marbles her sons played with in the dirt. She snatched up a doily that her aunt had knit years ago and flung it over the mirror.

After she had dressed in the last gift her husband had given her, a dropped-waist lilac-colored dress shipped from Atlanta, Ella kissed Macon on the forehead and tried not to look at the open sores lining his swollen lips. Narsissa sat in the chair next to the bed. She had brought the butter churn inside and with a steady rhythm pumped the wooden handle.

As Ella rose up from kissing her son, loose ends of Narsissa’s hair tickled her arm. Narsissa leaned close and whispered in that graveled voice that always made Ella think she was part man, “Don’t pay that steamboat company one cent until you see what you are getting because—”

“Narsissa, please don’t.” Ella pulled away and straightened the top of her dress. “Don’t patronize. Not today.”

Narsissa leaned back in the chair and made a mulish huffing sound. She flung her coarse braid and continued churning the butter.

“When I come back, I’ll have that taffy for you, and a surprise,” Ella told Macon. “I’ll have a surprise waiting.”

Macon tried to smile, but his chin quivered. Kissing her finger, Ella pointed at her son and then kissed it once more and pointed at Narsissa, who pretended not to notice.

Outside, Samuel was squinting as he jerked the halter on the draft mule and led the wagon closer to the back of the store. Ella saw her oldest son watching her, studying her through the gaps in the tall sunflowers she had planted years ago for beauty as much as for a border between their family life and the life meant for income.

“Mama, can I go to the picture show?” Keaton asked as he climbed into the back of the wagon.

“We’ll see.”

Samuel climbed up on the wagon, and Ella felt his leg brush against hers. At least he didn’t pull away. Keaton leaned in from behind and jabbed Samuel. “Clayton Carson says there’s one playing about a preacher . . . I mean a priest. See, he protects these people over there in the war. The people over in France. He protects them from the Germans.”

Samuel shrugged Keaton away. “We won’t have time to go to no picture. We need to just get this package that we’re probably paying too much money for and get back to the store.”

“You’re beginning to sound as crotchety as Narsissa,” Ella said.

“As it is, we’re missing out on the busiest time of the day.” Samuel popped the reins, and the mule bobbed his head.

“Need I remind you, the letter said that the package was paid in full? If we have to pay the freight, so be it,” Ella said, trying to convince herself as much as Samuel. “And another thing . . . we work at that store six days a week from sunup to sundown. It won’t kill anybody to have an afternoon off.”

“The Cross Bearer—that’s the name of the picture. The Cross Bearer,” Keaton said.

The rocking motion of the wagon seemed to pacify everyone but Ella. She kept toying at her wedding ring, flicking it around her finger until it threatened to rub the skin raw. Her thoughts and fears alternated back and forth between her son’s disease and her husband’s desertion. No one spoke for the remainder of the thirty-five-minute ride to Apalachicola.

Along the way they passed the few buildings that made up the Dead Lakes community. A church with a weathered cemetery and a schoolhouse that rested on cinder blocks marked the official spot where Dead Lakes was noted on the Florida map. The store, like Ella herself, was distant from the center of the village. Ella enjoyed the wide porch that swept around the side of her clapboard house and the acreage of timber that obstructed her view from neighbors on either side. There were the occasional visitors to the aquifer spring that the Creek Indians vowed had healing properties. Sometimes during summer evenings when Ella sat on the porch rocking in the chair that Harlan had ordered for her special from North Carolina, she could hear muffled voices and splashing water from the hidden pool. Even Harlan had heeded Narsissa’s warning that calamity would fall on his family if he barred access to those he deemed superstitious fools.

Although Ella had privacy on either side of her, the front of her house was clearly visible to the neighbors who lived across the road. When times were good and her worries fewer, Ella used to pity her neighbors for their lack of privacy. Their houses were built so close to one another that Mrs. Pomeroy, the doughy-cheeked woman who lived with her middle-aged husband in the house with the red door, routinely came into the store complaining about the eavesdropping Myer Simpson, who lived with the reverend in the parsonage next door.

When the wagon passed the gray-shingled house that belonged to the woman who had once been Ella’s confidante at finishing school, the mule bowed his head and chewed harder at the bit. Neva Clarkson was now the teacher in Dead Lakes. Washtubs filled with pansies covered the front lawn. Neva had been Ella’s best friend until Harlan redirected his affections from Neva to Ella. Behind her back, the townspeople called Neva a certified old maid. There was a time when Ella had felt sorry for Neva. Now she envied her. A chill snaked down Ella’s system and settled so deep that not even the spring sun could thaw it.

They made their way around the low-lying lakes and cypress trees draped in Spanish moss and headed toward the red clay fields, plowed and ready for planting. An island of trees and kudzu sat in the middle of the beekeeper’s farm. Ella shaded her eyes and looked out at the land, wondering if Harlan had taken refuge in a place like this and was weaning himself off the opium. Maybe he had been hired on as a laborer at such a property and would come to his right mind when the poison cleared his system.

Harlan might have surrendered himself to the powdered substance, but Ella had not. Her emotions tilted back and forth between anger, despondency, and love for her husband. The only thing she knew for certain was that a part of her felt sorted through and broken, just like the field they passed.

The mule’s hooves kept an uneven pace against the clay-dirt road. The wagon rocked and chains rattled. A hush settled over Ella and her sons.

Ella clasped her hands and pictured her husband passed out on a red velvet sofa stained with human liquids in one of the Chicago opium dens she read about in the newspaper.

Keaton leaned against the backboard of the wagon and pictured a dramatic priest pulling a sword from beneath his robe and defending people in a land unknown to him before the war.

Samuel gripped the reins tighter and pictured their store windows covered with plywood, a foreclosure notice dangling from the front door.

But none of them could fully picture the box with the logo of the Blue Moon Clock Company that awaited them or the ways in which opening that crate would forever change the direction of their lives.
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As they approached Apalachicola, the county seat, salt air tickled Ella’s senses and caused her to canonize the past, the same way it did every time she came upon the white pine Episcopal church at the edge of the city limits. Tucked alongside a bay on the Florida panhandle, the town marked the spot where the Apalachicola River emptied into the Gulf of Mexico. One of the largest export centers of cotton before the Civil War, the city of two thousand now drowsed in a state of neither sleep nor vigor. Empty lots tangled in overgrown weeds, sandspurs, and vines were lingering imprints of a fire that had ravaged the city eighteen years before. The cavities competed with the surviving Georgian structures that still beckoned for the days when the French government housed a consulate in a brick building overlooking a saw-grass island in the bay. Wide streets edged the bay where pieces of cotton once sprinkled the banks like fresh snow. Now there were only four warehouses that guarded the waters. They stood like oversized mausoleums with sun-bleached walls bearing the faintest of letters that spelled out the names of cotton brokers from long ago. Oyster shells piled high as sand dunes filled the vacant spaces.

Women of color, dressed all in white, sat on the porches of the Victorian homes the wagon passed. The women fanned, gossiped, and guarded the children in their hired care. A trio of white men in black bowler hats glided across the sidewalk in front of the J. E. Grady hardware store.

Ella took it all in and longed for the days when she lived in the dormitory at Miss Wayne’s School for Women. An automobile blared its horn, and she flinched. Ella turned and watched as the car rattled and then gained traction past their wagon. At the corner, massive oak trees lined the park where she had first met her husband at a town dance. Harlan’s black mustache had glimmered underneath the gas lanterns that hung from bamboo poles that night.

Two weeks after the dance, Ella became intoxicated by Harlan’s ability to fan money across the table to pay for oysters and French champagne. Childhood promises made to her father and the cautions of Aunt Katherine, the spinster who had raised her, became nothing more than nuisances that competed with her infatuation. Before she knew it, she had caused her aunt to take to the sickbed when she decided to marry Harlan and cancel her plans to attend art school.

Two children later, she was living in a home next to a store that she was forced to manage. By the time there was a third son to care for, Harlan had shaved his mustache and was sipping whiskey, first only at night and then every morning, to help soothe the back pain caused when a filly he had tried to break threw him against the side of a fence.

Harlan knocked the drinking problem and the back pain thanks to a doctor’s suggestion that he take opium. “Miracle worker,” he declared, and gave the doctor a gold-tipped walking stick. Within three weeks, Harlan began ordering mass quantities of the miracle drug, and within four months he no longer pretended to function. He sat shirtless on the steps of the store, spat tobacco at the cat, and watched the crossroads community of Dead Lakes, Florida, pass him by. Then, a month before Easter, when the air was still cool, he slipped away with the fog of early dawn. If not for his debts and the sons he left behind, a visitor would never have guessed that he had ever really existed.

When their wagon passed the brick building with the words Gillespie Savings and Loan above the archway, Ella felt a knot tie her stomach. She wondered how many times she had passed the brick building as a young girl in town, never once guessing that one day she would be groveling for her future with a man who pasted thinning hair to his scalp.

“Mama, can we get cherry lemonades?” Keaton asked as Samuel tied the wagon to the post in front of the drugstore. A little girl in a pink linen dress stood on the sidewalk and looked up at them before a woman put her arm around the little girl and shepherded her away.

“We’re broke. Flat broke,” Samuel said between locked teeth. “What is it about that that you don’t understand, Keaton?”

Ella pulled Samuel away from Keaton and handed the younger boy two coins.

“Mama,” Samuel protested.

“There’s money enough for you, too,” Ella said. “I’ll be in to get you directly.”

Samuel stood in the doorway of the pharmacy and looked at Ella and then at the savings and loan building across the street. A man wearing suspenders with one brace broken and dangling at his protruding belly shuffled around him and slipped inside the pharmacy. Ella waved to her son, turned her back so he couldn’t see the anxiety she knew she wore on her face, and walked across the street. Unlike her husband, she never had a poker face.

Clive Gillespie was leaning against the marble counter of the teller station when Ella walked into his bank. A white-and-red framed print with a sketch of a freckle-faced boy holding a dollar hung on the wall behind the teller: Raise Your Children Right. Teach Your Son to Save. Clive glanced her way before finishing with the teller.

Never formally acknowledging Ella, he motioned for her to follow him inside an office with a frosted glass door. Blades from a wicker ceiling fan sliced the thick air. The edges of a newspaper on his desk lifted with the breeze.

He tossed a pad onto his desk. “Ella, have you come to your senses and banished that deadbeat husband’s mistakes by letting me buy your land?”

“Good afternoon to you too, Mr. Gillespie.”

“Good afternoon.” Clive sighed and massaged his chin. Scars from youthful acne still lined his middle-aged face. “I hate that we’ve come to this. I really hate it.”

“Hate is such a strong word.”

He fingered the handle of the adding machine that sat on his desk. “I’m sure you didn’t travel all this way to town just to talk semantics with me.”

Ella pulled an envelope from her purse and slid it across his desk. “I was hoping to leave this out front with the teller. But there you were, and so . . .”

He flipped open the envelope and smiled at her in a way that made her shift her weight in the chair. “Ella . . .”

“See, I have this delivery I’m picking up today, and when I sell it I will . . .”

He sighed again but in a way that caused Ella to think that maybe he really did have sympathy for her cause. “This is not even a quarter of the month’s payment.”

“It’s coming. Really. Summer is right around the corner, and there will be a crop.”

“If I recall, the crop last summer was supposed to come in too, but it didn’t. And if I’m not mistaken, that’s when your husband lost his automobile.”

Ella leaned forward and touched the edge of Clive’s polished desk. “That was . . .” She fingered the desk like she might have been inspecting it for dust and then leaned back against the chair. No matter how challenging life with Harlan might have been, Ella never talked about her marital troubles in public. It was not becoming.

Clive sighed once more. When he shifted his weight, the springs in his chair creaked. “We both know who got you into this mess, precious. Now I want to help you, but I’m beginning to get offended. You don’t seem to want my help.”

“That land is all I have left of my daddy . . . all I have that is outright mine. I want to exhaust all possibilities before—”

“I applaud your persistence. Really, I do.” Clive picked up an unlit cigar and ran the tip across his pouting lips.

Ella wondered if he was making fun of her. Her racing heart kept beat with the clicking sounds of the adding machines out in the lobby.

“Ella, precious Ella . . . nostalgia is fine and good as long as there’s money to back it up.”

Ella glanced around the room and settled her eyes on an amber-colored water pitcher near the corner of his desk. Clive Gillespie picked up the newspaper and gestured with it toward the pitcher. The middle section containing the society page cascaded to the floor.

“Look at these,” Clive said, holding up the front page. “This entire column is filled with foreclosures I’ve had to make. Do you see these? Now, I have been patient with you. I’ve been more than patient. Under your circumstances, I know how hard this must be.”

“I have a clock coming.”

“Excuse me?”

“There’s a clock . . . a grandfather clock that I’m picking up at the dock today. It’s paid for and everything. I can sell it and give you the rest of the month’s payment.”

Clive laughed and Ella’s desperation turned into a flash of anger. “Please don’t make this personal, Clive.”

“Beg your pardon?”

“No one made you take Harlan up on that bet, you know. No one put a gun to your head. Please don’t take your vengeance out on me.”

It was the first time Ella had acknowledged what everyone in town knew and whispered about behind Clive’s back. Harlan had lost ten acres of the land that Ella’s father had left for her, and then, in showman style, he won it back for all the town to see. The first time Harlan lost the land to Clive was at the Mardi Gras horse race while holding a Mason jar filled up to the ring with bourbon and molasses. Never acknowledging that the land was his wife’s inheritance, Harlan had signed the deed over to Clive against the stirrup of a sweat-stained horse saddle. Harlan’s silver tie, blemished from one too many mint julep spills, was twisted to the side as he walked into the house that afternoon. He never slurred in delivering the news. He shared the misfortune in a matter-of-fact style, the same way he might if a shipment of insured merchandise had been lost with a sinking steamboat. Ella had stood at the doorway of the kitchen and then leaned against the wooden frame, still gripping the knife she had used to cut collard greens. For the first time that day, the pungent smell of the collards simmering on the stove made her want to vomit. But all she could do was stare at the stains of liquor on Harlan’s tie and watch as he tore it from his neck in one yank.

Months later, when Harlan mentioned to her that there would be a poker tournament on a steamboat docked at Apalachicola and that he would be spending the night in the port city, Ella folded his undergarments and placed them in the leather overnight bag. “Will Clive Gillespie be playing?” she asked.

Harlan never stopped shining his shoes from where he sat on the corner of their bed. “I imagine,” he said.

Ella stared into the insides of the bag that smelled of damp socks. “I’m not begging you, Harlan. I’m entrusting you. Entrusting you to stay sober long enough to get my daddy’s land back. That is the one thing I ask.” The land taken from her might be nothing but swamp with a spring that bubbled eternally at the surface, but it was hers alone to lose. In the end, when the last hand was dealt, Clive had to publicly sign the deed back over to Harlan on the torn green velvet that covered the steamboat poker table. Everyone said it was the repetitive public humiliation that hurt Clive the most. Once again Clive had lost to the charismatic man who first beat him all those years before when he stole Ella’s schoolgirl affections.

In his office, Clive leaned forward and rotated his head in a way that made Ella think of a reptile. He bit the cigar, spat the end to the floor, and laughed. “Do you really think I’d put so much energy into a piece of swampland for the sake of revenge? Ella . . . precious . . . you’re much brighter than that. It’s business. Pure and simple. Now if I let you pass, I’ll have to let all the others out of their debts too. And my shareholders wouldn’t be too pleased with me, now would they?”

“All I know is that shame has a way of festering.”

“Now let’s get something straight, Ella Wallace. You’re one of many . . . just an account with numbers.”

Ella got up from the chair and pulled her shoulders back the way she had learned to do all those years before at Miss Wayne’s school. Her back was turned to Clive Gillespie when he said the words that caused her to grip the door handle tighter.

“You know, when my father started this bank, your aunt was one of his best customers. Lord rest her soul. Miss Katherine was a good woman. A measured woman. And man alive, was she ever proud of you.” Clive tapped a pen against his desk. “If I had a half-dollar for every time she told me what a gifted young lady you were . . .” Clive’s words became a chuckle. “And what I’m sitting here trying to figure out is, what exactly happened to that young lady with so much potential?”

Ella opened the door. Her voice cracked, but she said the words loud enough for the tellers out front to hear. “You’ll get your money, mark my word.”

Outside on the sidewalk, Ella leaned against the brick wall of the bank and struggled to catch her breath. Across the way stood Miss Wayne’s school, the cold stone building where Ella had been polished into a lady. Shuffling through the people on the sidewalk, Ella cursed Harlan Wallace and Clive Gillespie all in the same breath.

At the drugstore she found her sons sitting on the burgundy stools by the soda fountain. Ella stood in the doorway watching them and refused to hurry them along. There was something about the way they both held their glasses and the way Samuel licked the rim of the glass that comforted her. They were still boys. When Keaton dropped his napkin on the black-and-white tiled floor and bent down to retrieve it, he saw her. “Are you about ready to pick up our surprise?” she asked.

Along the dock where the river met the sea, shrimp boats with tall skinny masts competed for space with steamboats. Black smoke drifted from the steam engines and created a haze over the workers who moved through an obstacle course of fish, blocks of ice, and crates stamped with the names of exotic ports of call. Boys the size of men gathered nets, and old, weathered sailors cussed them for not moving faster. The smell of rotting fish and urine caused Ella to cover her mouth, but then, fearing she might seem vulnerable, she quickly pulled her hand away.

The blue moon-shaped logo with the face of a smiling man was stamped on a seven-foot-tall crate. It sat in a warehouse that still had faded, peeling letters that read Bailey’s Cotton Exchange on the brick wall. A cast-iron cage separated the shipping clerks from the chaos of the dock.

A clerk with a crooked nose and wiry eyebrows flipped through a stack of receipts. “Parcel paid.”

His monotone words caused Ella to breathe deeper than she had all day. She loosened the grip on her purse and lowered it to her side. The money she had held back to pay for shipping was still hers for now. She turned and smiled at Samuel, who darted his eyes away from her. Keaton nodded and said, “Paid for. Told you so.” Ella hushed him and signed the papers releasing the delivery to her care.

The words Blue Moon Clock Company ran down the side of the crate along with the crudely written instruction in red chalk, This Side Up.

During the drive home, Keaton continued to run his finger down the side of the box. “I told y’all it was a grandfather clock. Didn’t I?” he kept saying.

The sun was sinking lower when they passed the swamp where the cypress trees loomed like giants wearing moss for armor. Ella felt chilled and rubbed her shoulders. Samuel pulled off his jacket with one hand and held the reins with the other. Without ever taking his eyes from the road, he balanced the jacket on Ella’s shoulders. She studied him and the way his chin was beginning to take the square shape of his father’s. “Thank you,” she whispered. She offered the words as much for his thoughtful gesture as for the times past when he had defended her against her husband’s tirades.

Narsissa met them as they turned the bend at the farm. She stood on the porch with a broom propped against the side of her hip. “How much did it cost?” she yelled out.

“Not a cent!” Ella shouted and laughed when Narsissa jolted backward in surprise.

The box was heavy enough to require all four of them to unload it. While Samuel used a crowbar to pry the box open, Ella stood over it like it was a birthday cake and wished for a walnut clock. Mrs. Simpson’s dining room table was walnut, and Ella knew a matching clock would be an easier sale.

“Hurry up,” Keaton said, licking his lips and dancing a jig.

“Give him time,” Ella said. “I do not want it nicked.”

“This thing stinks to high heaven,” Narsissa said, covering her mouth and moving closer.

Samuel swung the crowbar with the purpose of a full-grown man. Pieces of jagged wood flew from the box and landed at Narsissa’s feet. She leaned closer, peering into the part of the box that was exposed.

A man’s muddy boot kicked out from the end of the box. Narsissa screamed and ran toward the house. Samuel stumbled backward, rebounding with the crowbar held over his head. Keaton ran and hid behind the mule that darted to the side and kicked at the dirt. But Ella was frozen. If she still had been the girl from Miss Wayne’s school, she probably would have fainted.

“Don’t be scared,” the man said, waving the end of his boot. He held up his hand through the ripped opening and attempted to wave. He finished what Samuel had begun and pulled the broken wood back until he could climb out. His blond, curly hair was slicked with sweat against the nape of his neck. Green eyes shone from his dirty face. A cocktail of waste and perspiration glued his clothes to his skin. He groaned as he rose up from the box. “I’m the one your daddy is waiting for.”

Narsissa ran out of the house carrying a double-barreled shotgun. The man stumbled over the box, landed on one knee, and held up a crumpled paper like a shield. “Don’t! Please don’t shoot,” he said. “I’m the man from the letter. I’m the man from the Blue Moon.”
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It wasn’t until the man handed Ella a copy of the letter that had been sent to her husband that Narsissa finally put down the shotgun. The date on the letter was February 28, a week before Harlan Wallace left his family.

“Harlan’s daddy was my mama’s first cousin,” the man kept repeating as he marched his legs up and down, trying to wake the muscles that had become locked from the tight confines of the crate. He kept his hand held high as a sign of surrender.

“We don’t want trouble,” Ella said as she took the letter. “We don’t need trouble,” she kept saying as she read the words.

“I promise I’m not bringing trouble,” the man said and offered a second letter. “This right here is from the sheriff in Bainbridge, Georgia.”

As Ella reached for the second letter, she tried to push down the crowbar that Samuel kept held over his shoulder. Samuel ignored her instruction.

While Ella scanned the notarized letter vouching for the character of the man who stood before her, she asked without looking up, “That letter was from a clock company. We expected a clock. If you’re so upstanding, then why did you arrive here like this . . . in this crate? Nothing good comes from secrecy.”

“I’m a victim of circumstance,” the man said. He used the inside of his elbow to wipe the side of his head. A cluster of curls broke free from the grime in his hair.

“Ummm. Victim of circumstance,” Narsissa mumbled.

The man’s green eyes darted from Ella to Narsissa and back to Ella. “My friend who knows the truth helped me. He got the stationery from the clock company. He mailed that letter to this store . . . mailed it directly to Harlan. My friend even got me shipped out on the steamboat.”

“I don’t like this,” Ella said. “I don’t like this one bit.”

“Look, now, I’m speaking the truth. My wife took her own life. Her family never did see it that way, though.” He raised his hand higher, begging more than surrendering. “You got to believe me. They’re out to get me.”

“That’s it,” Ella said and handed the papers back. “I’ve heard enough. I want you to leave.”

Samuel leveraged the crowbar higher above his head, and this time Ella didn’t try to stop him.

The man shuffled the letters in his hands and stammered, “Now ma’am, I settled all this with your husband. Like I told you, Harlan is my cousin. He knows all about me. If you just go get him, then—”

“We don’t know where he is,” Keaton said from behind the mule.

Ella stomped her foot, and the mule moved to the side, exposing Keaton. “Hush,” Ella said.

“What you mean?”

Samuel stepped closer with the crowbar. “Ain’t none of your business.”

Standing behind Samuel, Narsissa roped her thick hands around the crowbar and fought to pull it out of Samuel’s hands. She tossed the bar to the ground. “Watch yourself,” Narsissa whispered as the crowbar landed on pieces of broken oyster shells.

“My husband is not here. That’s all you need to know, Mr. . . . whoever you claim to be,” Ella said.

“Lanier Stillis,” he said. The man ran his hands through his chin-length hair, and more curls broke free. He pulled on a left ear that was disfigured and jagged in shape. “I’m not bucking your suspicions. I reckon I’d be suspicious too, but I am not lying to you. I am kin to Harlan.” His words seemed to plead more than state the fact. “Harlan gave the all clear for me to come down here. Just think about it this way: if he didn’t know about all of this, then would I be crazy enough to go to such lengths?”

“Like being packed like a rag doll in a box ain’t crazy enough,” Narsissa hissed.

As Ella and the others darted their eyes away from the visitor, Keaton stepped closer. He was fingering a rip in the sleeve of his shirt. “If you are kin to us, then what was my daddy’s mama’s maiden name?”

Lanier looked up at the trees. A flock of chimney swifts darted down to the oyster shells that were scattered along the side of the store. “Keaton,” Lanier said. “Her name was Keaton. She grew up in Tempest, Georgia, up in the mountains . . . just like your daddy and me. Your daddy left home when he was fifteen to jockey racehorses in Kentucky. The last I’d heard from him, he’d polished himself up and come to Apalachicola to run a horse track so that all the rich people making their way to New Orleans would stop off and make bets on the evening races. That’s just how he told it.”

Ella tried not to let the man see her flinch. Harlan Wallace had indeed owned a racetrack when she met him. It was only after she had signed a marriage license that he lost it to the steamboat owner who had helped finance the venture.

Keaton looked up at Ella and then back at Lanier. “Do you know where our daddy might be?”

“Keaton, enough,” Ella said.

“No, son,” Lanier answered. “Believe me, right about now I wish I did know.”

“Well, if all this is like you say, then how long was you planning on being here?” Narsissa asked the question like she already knew the answer.

“Probably not as long as you’ve been here.” Lanier’s answer caused Narsissa to take a step toward the crowbar. “My cousin told me that there was a Creek woman on the place. Said something about her planning to go to Brazil but never seemed to get there.” Lanier locked eyes with Narsissa and raised an eyebrow. “He said folks around here wouldn’t think anything about one more showing up to work in the store for extra money.”

“She’s been here six years,” Ella said. “You’ve been here six minutes. Narsissa’s more family to me than the filthy man I’m standing here looking at.”

“I think it best if you keep on heading to New Orleans,” Samuel said.

Lanier tried to brush the dirt from his hands. Flakes of dead, soiled skin fell to the ground. “I don’t mean no harm. I just . . . I just need . . .”

“You just need to leave,” Ella said.

The man looked down and kicked at the box he had arrived in. The steady thumping noise rose up like a drum beat, and Ella suddenly realized that they were all exposed, out in the open.

“Would it be too much to ask to let me stay the night?”

“Yes,” Narsissa answered.

“Just until I can get a ticket to New Orleans?” Lanier reached inside his boot and pulled out a wad of money secured with a silver clip. The silver shone brightly against the dingy color of his clothes. “I’ve got money to pay you.”

Ella stopped short from saying that her home was not an inn. The mule stomped the dirt again and looked over at the barn where his hay awaited him. Lanier followed the mule’s gaze and pointed in the direction of the barn. “I don’t mind sharing a stall with a jackass. I’ve slept with worse.”

Keaton laughed. Ella wrinkled her brow and shot her son a look of disapproval. Over Keaton’s shoulder Ella saw Myer Simpson and her husband, Reverend Simpson, rounding the corner of the store.

Myer Simpson clutched a rose-printed parasol with one hand and her husband’s arm with the other. The reverend’s stomach poked out over his belt. The end of his wrinkled shirt protruded from his pants. He pulled away from his wife long enough to fan away gnats.

“Well, there you are,” Myer Simpson said. “I told Reverend Simpson, I said, Reverend, let’s take our afternoon exercise over to Mrs. Wallace’s store and have the first peek at that clock.”

Ella walked toward them and pulled the edge of her dress out like she might curtsey. She hoped without reason that she could pull the dress out far enough to hide the man who had arrived in place of the grandfather clock.

“As soon as she saw the wagon turn the bend in the road, she has spoken of nothing else. I told her, woman, let’s get on with it and see that clock.” The reverend stopped swatting when he noticed Lanier.

“I have already moved my parlor furniture, marking the spot where that grandfather clock will go,” Myer Simpson said. She twirled the parasol and giggled until her bosom shook. “But of course if it’s not a grandfather clock, then our daughter . . .” Her voice faded as she looked at Lanier. “Oh.”

“The clock,” Ella said in a singsong fashion, hoping to make them think she was cheerful. “That clock . . . that clock. It was so gashed up that I just refused. I flat refused to pay for that clock. I refused right then and there on that dock.”

“I see you have company.” Myer Simpson raised the handle of her parasol and pointed it at Lanier.

Lanier stuffed the letters assuring good character inside his pants. He nodded and bit the edge of his lip.

“That’s . . . ,” Ella said. “He’s . . . he’s a worker who has come to help us out.”

“I didn’t realize business was so brisk,” the reverend said.

“From the looks of him, you’ve been working him but good,” Myer Simpson added.

“He’s here to get the crop going again. He’s just here to help out. So . . .” Ella’s voice trailed off. The chimney swifts dipped down toward them and then darted back to the trees.

“Mrs. Simpson, now you have me out here to take exercise,” the reverend said. “If we don’t get back to our walk, I’m afraid I might sit down on Mrs. Wallace’s wagon, and you won’t be able to budge me.”

The reverend took a step forward, but Myer Simpson continued to stare at Lanier. She stumbled a bit before letting the reverend lead her away. “Good evening,” the reverend said as they continued their walk.

“Evening,” everyone said, even Lanier. But Myer Simpson didn’t say a word. She just clutched the arm of her husband and turned her head ever so slightly, examining the man who looked like he had been dipped in dirt.

It was only when the reverend and his wife had walked past the magnolia tree that stood between the store and the main road that Ella let go of her dress. She felt her boys, Narsissa, and this so-called relative staring at her, pinning her into making a decision. If only Myer Simpson had never come into the store. If only Ella had never mentioned the clock. “You can stay one night in the barn,” Ella said without turning around to face them. “And not one hour more.”

Lanier unfurled a couple of bills from his money clip and looked at everyone before handing the money to Samuel.

As Narsissa walked back into the house to check on Macon, she passed Ella and mumbled, “This is trouble. Mark my word.”

Ella closed her eyes, felt her pulse race against the side of her neck, and once again fought the fear that had tried all day to overtake her.

After the supper dishes had been dried, Keaton stood behind the living room curtains and looked out toward the barn. He strained to see the movements of the visitor, whose silhouette flitted back and forth beneath the gas lantern that hung on the barn door.

“Get away from there,” his mother said and pulled Keaton back from the window. “Now quit studying that man. Go get ready for bed.”

But Keaton ignored his mother’s instructions. Instead of following Samuel into the bedroom, he darted to the side hall and eased out the back door. He used the tip of his boot to lift the bottom of the door and keep it from squeaking against the floor.

Outside, Keaton followed the swaying yellow light of the lantern. The flickering light stretched out from the barn like fingers, waving him closer.

Keaton peeked around the doorframe of the barn and watched the man.

Lanier was washing his dirty clothes in a barrel that had once been used to water the horse that had long been sold. He had already changed into the clothes he had brought with him in a tote bag made from speckled hog skin. His hair, still wet from a bath, hung in loose blond curls. He wrung out the remaining water from his shirt. When Lanier looked up, Keaton tried to dart behind the door.

“Evening,” Lanier yelled.

Keaton stepped forward and brushed the end of his nose, striking the beginning of a mustache. “I was just . . . just making sure that you knew the boat to New Orleans leaves at two tomorrow.”

The mule, in the stall next to Lanier, kicked the stall door. Lanier snapped the shirt again and put it on a stack of fence posts. “Appreciate it.”

Keaton turned to leave but stopped. “And I . . . I just wanted to see how you were making it?”

“Doing better than I was when I was folded up in that box.”

Keaton looked at the broken top of the Blue Moon Clock crate that had held Lanier. “How long were you in that thing?”

Lanier hooked his thumbs inside his pants and glanced up at a cobweb that dangled from the crossbeam in the barn. “About ten hours, give or take.”

“You scared?”

Lanier slung his head sideways and drips of water scattered from his hair. A strand of hair clung to the top portion of his left ear that was mangled and partly missing. “I’m done through being scared.”

Cautiously flicking a piece of splintered wood on the crate, Keaton turned his head and studied Lanier. “If you ain’t done nothing wrong, then why did you hide in this box? Do you need you a lawyer?”

“I’m done through with lawyers, too.” Lanier looked at Keaton, and for the first time he smiled. “And let me tell you, son, innocence and justice sometimes don’t go hand in hand.”

Keaton jerked a portion of wood from the crate and then bent down and stuck his head inside. “Looks to me like you’d suffocate in this thing.”

“Way back when people were slaves, some of ’em got free. Their friends shipped them up north like cargo. You ever heard of the Underground Railroad?”

Keaton tossed the sliver of wood to the ground, where it landed inches from the tip of Lanier’s boot. “How come you know all that? You’re not that old.”

Lanier laughed for the first time since being nailed into the crate. “No, I ain’t that old.” He reached into his bag and pulled out two books, one made of black leather that was frayed at the corner and another with an orange cover. He dusted the orange one off and placed it on top of a hay bale. “I just like to read. How ’bout you?”

The mule grunted and rubbed his back against the boards that separated him from Lanier. Keaton picked up a rusted pitchfork that was turned sideways on the ground. He scooped up hay from a pile in the corner and tossed it in the mule’s stall. “When’s the last time you saw my daddy?”

With his head dangling sideways and water dripping to the sand, Lanier didn’t bother to look up at Keaton. “You sure do ask a lot of questions.”

Keaton kicked at the sand until it covered the wet stains that Lanier had left on the ground. He decided against asking Lanier how he ended up with a left ear that was shaped like a cauliflower that had been cut in half. “I was just wondering . . . how long it’s been since you’ve seen him.”

Lanier smoothed out the wrinkles on his shirt. “I’m figuring it was twenty years ago.” Lanier stopped and looked back up at the cobweb. “Yeah, twenty. I was about ten or some’rs around there. But when I got into . . . well, when trouble started brewing for me, I sent him some letters. We corresponded, you might say.”

“What was he like . . . you know, back then?”

Lanier stopped working on the clothes, shook his head, and laughed again. “Your daddy had just gotten back from riding the horse of a rich man from Atlanta. He’d placed in some big horse race, not the Derby but some big one. All us kids crowded around him, even the grown folks. He was carrying on like some banty rooster.”

“Back before he started . . . well, we used to have horses,” Keaton said. “And cows, too. This one time . . . this one time I was riding out with Daddy, and we were rounding up the cows to worm ’em. Daddy saw this big ole rattler way off in the field. The thing was eight feet long, I’m not joking. Boy, Daddy took off on his horse without even holding on to the reins. He held his gun in one hand and a bullwhip in the other.” Keaton stretched his arms up over his head. “Daddy took that whip and popped that snake’s head right in two.” He snapped his fingers and widened his eyes. “I’d show you the head if we still had it. Samuel kept it in a jar of vinegar underneath the bed until Mama found out and made him throw it away.”

Lanier folded his arms and widened his stance, the same way he might if he’d been talking on a street corner to a grown man. “Harlan was the first person we’d heard tell of who left that mountain and didn’t wind up working in the factories.”

“Did you ride horses too?”

Lanier walked over to the empty stall where he would sleep and shut the gate. “No, I whittle here and there. I make things out of wood. When I heard that your daddy had set up this store down in Florida, I sent him a letter asking him to sell my things—dolls, clocks, cabinets, such as that. He sold a fair amount of my work, and then I got on with the Blue Moon Clock Company.” Lanier’s voice trailed off and then he leaned down so that he was eye level with Keaton. “Hey, why don’t you remind your mama of that . . . you know, of me selling my work in the store.”

Just beyond the barn door, light from a gas lantern hung in the night air and moved closer. The shadow of Narsissa’s tall figure soon stretched out across the barn floor. She never had to tell Keaton to leave. She simply motioned with her chin toward the house, and he obliged.

While the crickets chirped in an uneven rhythm, Narsissa and Lanier stood there staring at one another. There was hardness in Narsissa’s black eyes.

Holding the lantern up to her face, Narsissa casually lifted her other hand. The tip of a jagged hunting knife shimmied against the flame.

Lanier stepped backward and felt the stall boards press into his thigh. The mule kicked the stall. Lanier turned to see if he was being ambushed. When he looked back at the door of the barn, the light from Narsissa’s lantern was gone. He edged closer to the door and heard an owl call out. The moon cast a dim light across the patch of sunflowers and the house, but Narsissa was hidden somewhere in the darkness of the woods that bordered the property.

Lanier unfurled the torn quilt that Ella had given him to use, laid it on the ground, and propped his head against the horse blanket that still smelled of the sweaty mule. He looked out into the dark and could feel Narsissa’s eyes out there, searching him, knowing him. She was the guarding, jealous presence that Lanier would never overpower.
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The past caught up with Lanier in his sleep. Kicking the quilt until it balled at his feet, he fought the demons that had driven him to extremes.

No longer picturing Narsissa standing outside the barn ready to slice him with the hunting knife, his mind replayed the events of yesterday.

If only in his dreams, Lanier was once again at the Blue Moon Clock Company with his friend Dave Hinshaw. The first person to befriend Lanier when he stepped off the train in Bainbridge, Georgia, Dave had also been the first to warn him against getting involved with the clock company owner’s daughter, Octavia. “She’s mixed up. Not right in the head,” Dave had said as the wood shavings piled at his feet. Smoothing his hand against the shell of wood that was to become a clock, Dave looked up toward the portrait of the factory’s owner, Reynolds Troxler, a sharp-nosed man who owned a textile mill along with the clock company. The painting hung above a window that had been blacked out. “You poke around a hornet’s nest long enough and you’re apt to get stung.”

A month later Dave declined to meet Lanier and Octavia in the neighboring county at the courthouse. He refused to be a witness to the ceremony that would cause Octavia’s oldest brother, J.D., to knock Lanier from the porch with an iron cattle prod after the happy couple returned home with news of their union. Dave had children to feed, and his wife was pregnant again. He couldn’t risk losing his job. It was the first time Dave refused to help Lanier.

Soon it was Lanier who was moving away from Dave. “If my daughter chooses to marry a jackass,” Mr. Troxler told him as he handed him the key to the office with Superintendent on the door, “then it’s my job to turn him into a thoroughbred.” The transformation included a home with a new icebox, weekly trips to the barber shop, private lessons from an old-maid schoolteacher who taught him how to lose the choppy sound of his North Georgia roots and to properly loop his cursive writing, and a brand-new Buick Roadster that took him to dinners in fancy homes. Each morning as Lanier shaved, he would look in the mirror and imagine parts of his old self being scraped away as easy as a snake shedding its skin.

Despite his efforts, none of the Troxlers ever recognized the person he tried to become. Least of all Octavia’s brother J.D. or his wife, Camilla, who refused to give up her seat next to Octavia at the weekly family dinners on Sundays.

“I want a baby,” Octavia said one day in the same tone she used when she placed an order at her favorite store in Atlanta. Lanier had smiled and embraced her. Nine months later he stood at the front of the Presbyterian church holding his son, who was dressed in a lace garment that seemed more fitting for a girl.

By then Lanier had not talked to his family in a year. The last time was during Christmas, when he traveled back into the Appalachian Mountains of North Georgia to prove his worth to his mother. He drove his automobile around the mountain and down into the valley that revenuers could never find. He gave his mother a clock with a gold-encrusted sun on the top. But she seemed more interested in the money tucked inside the red velvet sack that he had also given her. She held the crisp bills up toward the sun as if to see whether they were real. “I won’t ask how you come by this money,” she said. “I learnt long ago not to ask questions I don’t want to hear answers to.” Her stooped shoulders carried her burdens and her new money into the kitchen, where she hovered over the gift like a dog hiding a meal from her pack. Dirt from her fingers soiled the crisp bills as she counted them and then stuffed them inside the waist of her skirt.

No one in the community came out to hear him talk about life in the city. No one wanted to hear about a clockmaker. “What was you expecting?” his mother asked. She sat on the porch, rocking in the chair Lanier had made and smoking one of his cigars. “It ain’t like you been off racing horses like your cousin. You happened to get by on your looks long enough for a rich girl to marry you is all. Anybody can get married, don’t you forget it. No telling what curse will come out of this unequal yoke of yours. The Bible says you ain’t supposed to mix tribes. A poor boy ain’t got no business in a rich tribe. No business a’tall.”

Three years later Octavia was dead, and Lanier was carrying the blame. It was then that Lanier stopped cutting his hair in what he saw as a revolt and a demonstration of some sort of Samson-like strength that he hoped would empower him to stand up against the Troxlers.

After Lanier was vindicated in court, one of the less intelligent Troxler brothers, Cecil, had tackled Lanier in broad daylight in front of the post office a block from the courthouse and slashed off a piece of his ear with a switchblade. Later Lanier stood on the back porch of his old friend’s home with a bandage over his left ear. As Lanier pleaded his case with Dave, he could hear his mother’s words of prophecy playing in his head. Dave whispered in the cold night while a dog barked in the distance. “You gotta get out of here. Those Troxler boys killed a colored man one time in Sasser County just to see if his blood was red.” Smoke bellowed from Dave’s mouth and drifted off with the damp February air. “I’m telling you, you’ve got to run. They’re apt to kill you just as soon as they figure out a way to do it without the law pinning it on them.”

Peering through the slits in the crate Dave had built for a custom-made clock, Lanier watched his friend nail the cover. He felt he was being put into a coffin and fought the urge to slam his forearm against the top of the crate. Every time Dave pounded the lid with the hammer, there was a shock to Lanier’s system. Maybe he would have been better off dead.

Lanier thought he had seen a vision of his son standing behind Dave. The boy was three, the same age he was when he died, and was wearing that christening gown. His brown eyes shone through the slits in the crate like some sort of beacon that led the way. Lanier reached his finger through the slit. Dave’s hammer pounded down on him. Pain ran up to his head and a blaring scream jarred his ears. The scream from all those nights long ago when croup had taken hold of his son and Octavia had run around the house holding the baby by the legs, claiming that the croup would leave his body this way. The scream roared in his ears, snatching him back to reality.

Lanier shot up from the hay. The scream was so shrill and anguished that at first he thought it might be a panther. When he heard footsteps, Lanier ran barefoot out of the barn and into the darkness.

Through the mist Ella came running toward him. Her hair was wild and draped down the side of her face. She was carrying Macon. His lips had lost the shine of the salve and were now blue. “Narsissa,” Ella screamed. “Narsissa . . .”

Samuel and Keaton ran shirtless behind Ella. “Mama, is he dead?” Keaton asked. “Is he dead?”

Ella gave no recognition that she saw Lanier standing there as she ran past. He reached out and brushed the edge of Macon’s hair. The boy’s eyes had rolled back into his head and were fluttering.

Narsissa ran out of her cabin. The strap of a thin shift was dangling from one shoulder. She motioned for Ella to bring the boy inside.

“Mama, is he dead?” Keaton’s words could be heard outside.

Inside, Narsissa reached for a tiny bottle above the stove while Ella, Keaton, and Samuel stood over Macon. The boy lay on the bed, where the sheets were still disheveled from Narsissa’s awakening. No one noticed when Lanier walked in.

“God have mercy,” Ella screamed and shook Macon. The springs on the bed screeched from the weight, but Macon didn’t move.

Narsissa shoved Ella out of the way and stuck the bottle she was carrying under Macon’s nose. He gagged, and for a moment the air of tension evaporated. Then Macon rose up in pain and gurgled, clawing Narsissa’s face so hard that she jerked away.

Lanier moved forward and gripped the boy’s hands. Macon arched his back in terror.

“What are you doing?” Ella shouted.

Lanier never looked at any of them. He kept his eyes closed and his hands gripped on Macon’s wrists. He moved his lips as if reciting a silent chant.

“Let go of him,” Samuel yelled.

Then, as if consuming the boy, Lanier leaned down and put his open mouth onto the sore-riddled mouth of Macon. The boy wrenched a hand free and pulled a clump of hair out of Lanier’s scalp. He gripped the strands in the air like a trophy from battle.

Ella pulled at Lanier. “You’re suffocating him!”

Samuel pounded his fist into Lanier’s back. Lanier flinched but never took his mouth away from Macon’s.

A branch screeched against the window of the cabin. Macon quieted and Ella screamed again. She sank down to the floor, catching a piece of her gown on the ends of the bedsprings.

Lanier rose upright, and Macon inhaled loud enough to make his mother look up. At first his breath was shallow and unsteady. Then his eyes opened.

Moving back, Lanier let the family examine Macon. They brushed the boy’s sweaty hair, rubbed his arms, and kissed his forehead. Only Narsissa remained at the foot of the bed. Her mouth was slightly open, and a trickle of blood marked the spot where Macon had clawed her. She studied Lanier in a way that she hadn’t before. When the bottle of smelling salts fell from her hands and hit the floor, she never flinched or even bothered to pick it up.

Walking back toward the house, Ella carried Macon and covered him in kisses, sores and all. “Are you all right, Macon?” Ella asked. “Thank you, Mr. Stillis. Thank you,” she chirped all the way to the barn.

Lanier never asked Ella to call him by his first name or even acknowledged her gratitude. He simply walked into the barn and lay back down against the horse blanket. He could hear them all outside—Narsissa, Ella, and her boys. Words from the conversation on the front porch drifted down to the stall.

“Beyond belief,” Ella proclaimed.

“Lifesaver,” Keaton repeated.

“Voodoo,” Narsissa speculated.

The speculation continued well into the morning as the sores on Macon’s lips began to close and fade.

Narsissa had been by Macon’s side since daybreak and came to the store to give Ella hourly reports. “It’s not natural,” Narsissa said as she stood at the cash register with her wrist against her hip.

Ella smiled when Mr. Purvis, the beekeeper, entered. She nodded like it was an ordinary day. The man pulled out a notepad, flipped to a page that listed needed items, and then walked to the end of the store, where cans of paint were stacked against the wall.

“That man is a witch doctor. You mark my word,” Narsissa whispered.

“Hush,” Ella said.

The beekeeper rolled his eyes toward Narsissa and then returned his focus to his notepad.

“All I know is that my son had sores in his throat so bad that he was choking to death. That man saved his life. That settles it with me,” Ella whispered.

Watching Narsissa march out of the store, Ella did not feel the tightness of fear that usually accompanied Narsissa’s warnings.

By noon, the only sores that remained on Macon’s face were the ones dotting his upper lip. Ella stood in the doorway of the barn and watched as Lanier used a pitchfork with a missing spike to arrange the scattered hay into piles.

He stopped when he saw her. “I hope you don’t mind. . . . I just . . . I saw that the hay . . .” Lanier wiped flecks of hay on the side of his pants. “Just earning my keep, so to speak.”

“I think you’ve more than done that,” Ella said. “Mr. Stillis . . .”

“Lanier,” he said. “If we’re close enough for me to straighten up your barn for you, then you can surely call me by my first name.”

Ella nervously played with the bow of her store apron. “All morning I’ve been thinking about what happened last night. You don’t know how relieved I am.”

“I’m glad I could help,” Lanier said. “Your other boy . . . Keaton . . . he said Macon was healing.”

“Yes,” Ella said. “He does . . . he does seem . . . Listen, how did you do that last night?”

The mule stopped eating and kicked the stall. Neither Ella nor Lanier took their eyes off the other.

“I don’t like to get into it.” Lanier lifted a bale of hay and placed it in the corner with the others.

“Well, I’m sure you can understand my curiosity. . . .”

“You mean Harlan never talked about it? The healings, I’m talking about.”

“Healings?”

“Back home there were a few who could heal. My grandmother was one. She said if you were a fatherless man, then you’d be more likely to heal certain things.”

Ella folded her arms. “You mean like those men who pass through and put on the tent meetings?”

Lanier stopped moving the hay around and stared at her. “Nothing like that. Some people from the mountains where I come from have the gift for healing. They can heal a person after a bad fire has got on them. They can heal a person when there’s a bad bleed. They can even heal a boy from thrush, I reckon.”

The intensity of his green eyes caused Ella to rub the back of her neck. She hoped he wouldn’t see the flush of embarrassment she could feel on her face. “I’m just not familiar with such. Where I come from . . . well . . . let’s just say that people don’t put their mouths on a boy and make him better.”

Lanier walked toward Ella, and she lifted her shoulder to let him pass. She hated the way she felt vulnerable with this man, whose almond-shaped eyes sparkled with either hope or mischief.

He prodded the hay with the pitchfork.

“Will it come back?”

Lanier stopped and turned to her. The sweat from his work clung to his shirt. “Pardon?”

“The condition. Will it come back when you leave?”

“Uh . . . no. If I did my part, then it will stay away.”

“I don’t know if I feel any more comfortable about what went on last night. But I’m appreciative just the same. At this point, any good fortune is welcome.” Ella balled her fists and forced herself not to look away from Lanier. “I wish I could do more to help you, but with things the way they are right now . . .”

If Lanier heard her, he gave no indication. He just continued to stack the hay and wait for the hour of his departure back to Apalachicola to catch the boat.

Before she had made it to the barn door, he called out. “I am a good man, you know.”

Ella never turned around. She just kept walking back to her proper place behind the cash register in her store. The less she knew about Lanier Stillis, the better.

The clock on the store wall read half past twelve. Ella ate the biscuit stuffed with sausage that Narsissa had brought her and listened to the latest progress report on Macon. “He’s out of bed,” Narsissa said, not able to hide her enthusiasm any longer. “He’s out playing ball with Keaton and that man from the box.”

Ella walked over to the window that overlooked the front of her home and the rows of pine trees that bordered the yard. She grabbed Narsissa’s shoulder. “I don’t care if you call it hoochie-coochie medicine or not. Macon is out there in the pines, playing ball and laughing. That’s good enough for me.”

Myer Simpson came into the store, declaring a miracle at having seen Macon playing in the side yard. Ella smiled and felt downright giddy in front of the sanctimonious woman. “A miracle. Yes, a miracle,” Ella repeated.

Samuel came in and gathered the mail that he would be taking to Apalachicola along with Lanier Stillis. “What time did you tell him you’d be leaving?”

Samuel didn’t look up as he flipped through the envelopes before placing them into the mail pouch. He never did pay any mind to Ella’s complaints that the US mail was confidential.

“What time did you say you were leaving?” she asked again.

“One o’clock,” Samuel said. “Let me go and hitch the wagon.”

As Samuel walked out through the back of the store, a sheriff’s deputy, Ronnie Eubanks, came in through the front door. He took off a felt cowboy hat. An indented ring on his forehead marked the spot where it had sat upon his head.

“Afternoon, Ronnie,” Ella said as lightly as she could. She darted her eyes out toward the lawn, where Macon, Keaton, and Lanier were still throwing the baseball. Watching her boys playing so carefree, Ella kept telling herself that if seriously bad news were being delivered to her doorstep, it would come from Sheriff Bissell, not his deputy. Ronnie is probably just passing through and decided to stop for his usual cheese and crackers.

“I bet you we break ninety today,” Ronnie said and used a handkerchief to dab at his freckled forehead.

Ella stood in front of the cheddar cheese and lifted the cake lid that protected it. “How’s your mama doing?”

“Improving some every day. I appreciate you asking.” Ronnie tucked his handkerchief into his back pants pocket and pulled out a white envelope. “No thank you, Ella. I’m going to pass on the cheese today.”

For an instant Ella hoped it was only notification that her husband had been found, probably in an opium den where he had overdosed.

“I hate to be the bearer of bad news.” Ronnie sighed and laid the envelope on top of the register.

Ella ripped into it the way an anxious child might open a birthday gift. She pulled out the official notification with the clerk of the court’s signature and stared. She had tried to prepare herself for this day. Many were the nights that she had woken up drenched in sweat, picturing in her mind’s eye the type of print that would inform her that she was losing everything to foreclosure. But to hold the actual papers and to see the way the swirled, bold print spelled out the details in the King’s English still caused her knees to buckle. She leaned against the counter and felt the edge of the nail where her husband had instructed her to hang shopping baskets.

“I’m sorry, Ella,” Ronnie whispered. “He didn’t have to send us out here to deliver these to you but he’s a snake enough that he did.”

Ella flipped through the pages to find Clive Gillespie’s signature at the bottom of the documents. The scent of cigar smoke was embedded into the document, and suddenly Ella felt nauseous.

After she had managed to stand on shaky legs long enough to collect money from her neighbor Mrs. Pomeroy for a package of Cheek-Neal coffee, Ella went outside. She leaned against the railing and sank down to the porch step. She watched her sons run and jump for the ball that Lanier kept tossing in the air. His laughter echoed up to the porch, and she wondered how a man this seemingly carefree could be running from anything. She imagined him being loaded onto the steamboat back in Georgia, stuffed in that box like cargo. She couldn’t help but feel envious that he had managed to escape his tormentors. If only she could be irresponsible and flee. The thought both terrified and angered her.

Voices from Ella’s past, present, and future played in her mind. “Throw it to me,” Macon yelled as he ran past Keaton. “Catch,” Lanier Stillis said as he threw his arm back and tossed the ball. “I’ve been more than patient,” Clive Gillespie called out in the darkest corner of her mind. “Throw it to me,” Macon repeated. “Whatever you do, don’t sell that property,” her father whispered in her head. “Either you sell me the land, or I’ll take it on the courthouse steps,” Clive hissed. “Remember who you are and where you come from,” her father said again.

“Throw it to me,” Macon called out from the side yard. Lanier threw the ball to him. It flew far into the sky, over Keaton’s grasp and past the reach of Macon. Ella watched as the ball landed in between the pines that were shrouded in vines of kudzu. “Use it as a resource, but don’t sell it.” She heard her father’s voice one last time and stood up.

The bit of salve that remained on Macon’s face glimmered in the sun, and he fanned his hand across his forehead when he looked up at her. “Did you see me catch it, Mama? Did you see me?”

Gripping the foreclosure notice behind her back, Ella marched toward them and never took her eyes off of Lanier Stillis. “My husband used to talk about his daddy taking him out of school to help cut timber. He claimed it was why he hated the man. And why he had to teach himself everything he knew.”

Lanier leaned down and picked up the wayward ball. “All right.”

“Did you cut timber like that growing up?”

“We all did. We all got took out of school to cut the timber when it was time to sell.”

“I’m taking you at your word.” Ella stared at Lanier and twisted the foreclosure notice up until it took the shape of a thick straw. “I couldn’t pay you up front, but if I gave you a percentage, would you stay and help me cut this timber?”

As soon as Lanier offered the slightest nod to her question, Ella pointed the bound document at him. “I need your word,” she said. “I don’t need any more trouble.”

“Uh, yeah . . . I mean, you have my word,” Lanier said. “Like I said, I’m family.”

Ella had already made it halfway back to the store when she called back to him. “We have to have it all cut and sold in forty-five days. You can do that, can’t you?”

The bridle and harness had already been put on the mule. Lanier shook his head and stretched his head back toward Samuel. Ella cleared a path of grass as she walked past Samuel.

“Did you tell him to come on?”

“He’s not leaving,” Ella said, never stopping long enough to register Samuel’s disbelief. “You’re taking him to town. Buy every saw, chain . . . every piece of equipment that he tells you to buy. I’m going to give you Aunt Katherine’s pearl necklace to sell.” The necklace and her wedding ring were the last pieces of real jewelry that Ella still possessed.

“What?” Samuel shouted. “You told Mr. Busby in front of God and everybody that you’d never sell that necklace.”

Ella bounded the steps two at a time. When she swung the store door open, the cat that had been hiding behind the sewing samples ran down the stairs, past the mule that kicked at it, and circled Lanier before disappearing deep within the thicket of pines.
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