







Praise for On Agate Hill

“Brings a dead world blazingly to life. . . . A book that seeks to rejuvenate the rapt early reader in us all. . . . [Lee Smith] is a subtly intrepid and challenging storyteller.”

—The Washington Post Book World

“The willful Molly is no hot-house flower, and her determination to live her own life—for better or worse—is the driving force of this powerful novel.”

—USA Today

“Memorable. . . . An independent and impetuous woman whose loves lead her into Dickensian tragedy.”

—People

“On Agate Hill, as lyrical and haunting as an Appalachian ballad, casts a powerful charm.”

—The Boston Globe

“One of those big, sweeping, epic American coming-of-age stories that puts you in Molly’s shoes and keeps you riveted there, through good times and bad.”

—MSNBC.com

“To declare this novel her best yet—well, that’s saying something. . . . Smith is such a beautiful writer, tough and full of grace, that soon you are lost in the half-light of Molly’s haunted landscape, listening to the voices of the ghosts, wishing they’d let you stay longer.”

—The Atlanta Journal-Constitution

“On Agate Hill is a masterpiece and may come to be considered a more important novel than even Smith’s wonderful Fair and Tender Ladies. . . . Will serve as a model for future writers of historical fiction.”

—The Raleigh News & Observer

“With lyric intensity . . . inventive storytelling . . . Lee Smith imagines the life of an orphan girl growing up in the post–Civil War South.”

—The New York Times Book Review

“A perfect book for the late summer—no matter where your hammock hangs. . . . With pitch-perfect tone and texture, the veteran Southern storyteller imagines the life of a young girl orphaned by the Civil War.”

—Minneapolis Star Tribune

“Captivating moments and colorful characters. Its many narrators—young Molly, her school’s headmistress, her kind teacher, an uneducated friend and a much older Molly—all speak with Smith’s voice, gently disguised.”

—The Miami Herald

“Smith is absolutely clear . . . on one thing: the importance of living passionately, with all one’s heart—whatever the consequences.”

—The Christian Science Monitor

“A joy to read. . . . Molly Petree is unforgettable, on par with Kaye Gibbons’ Ellen Foster and others, a true Southern heroine in true Southern tradition.”

—The Grand Rapids Press

“Arresting. . . . [Smith] gives readers a convincing portrait of the post–Civil War south and captures the desolation and loss, the eerie, wild space throbbing with possibility that comes on the heels of destruction, when old ways have been lost and before new rules have taken their place.”

—The Memphis Commercial Appeal

“Molly is a wonderfully evocative character who could pierce the heart of the toughest reader. . . . Lee Smith’s heroine rivals Scarlett O’Hara.”

—Richmond Times-Dispatch

“Smith offers genius; she knows and writes so well Southern voices and seems to almost channel lives past.”

— The State (Columbia, SC)

“The publication of On Agate Hill is more than happy—it is very special. It is one of [Smith’s] major books, perhaps her best since Fair and Tender Ladies.. . . A great love story.”

—The Charlotte Observer

“Lee Smith is a natural-born storyteller. No, that description doesn’t do justice. . . . Lee Smith is a whopper of a storyteller whose tales involve, enmesh, enthrall readers from the opening sentence to the final page.”

—The Roanoke Times

“Masterful. . . . [Smith] draws in the reader instantly. She also can create and sustain a mood like few other writers.”

—The Virginian-Pilot

“On Agate Hill is a great example of how a tale with traditional Appalachian tones can also work as a modern, psychological, shifting, organic novel. . . . Lee Smith’s creation is an inventive original that classes it with Barbara Kingsolver’s The Poisonwood Bible.”

—Asheville Citizen-Times
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TUSCANY MILLER
30-B Peachtree Court Apts.
1900 Court Blvd.
Atlanta, GA 30039

September 19, 2006

Dr. Thomas Ferrell, Director

Documentary Studies Program

Institute for the Study of the South

Carolina State University

266 College Ave.

Charlotte, NC 28225

Dear Dr. Ferrell:

Remember me? Well, I know you have not heard from me in a long time because I dropped out and all (that was so slack), but now I do want to finish and I hope you will let me back into the program and give me another extension on my thesis considering what I have been up to.

I am not going to do “Beauty Shop Culture in the South: Big Hair and Community” after all, despite my background in pageants.

I want to turn in this box of old stuff instead, see what you think! I believe you will be as excited as I am.

Also I am truly a changed person, from reading it. More on that later.

But first I guess I need to tell you how I got a hold of all this, and some things about my family, which is not normal, though we used to be.

The family was me Tuscany Miller (actually I picked the name Tuscany myself, in high school), my older brother Padgett, and my little sister Louise, the brain. My mother was an elementary school principal while my father owned and ran his own furniture store The Aesthetic in our hometown of Lookout, NC. Our grandparents live across the street. So you see what I mean by normal.

Even that name The Aesthetic did not give a clue. We were totally surprised when Daddy came home from the store one spring day bringing a young man named Michael Oliver with a spiky haircut and a black leather jacket. “I want you to meet Michael, a wonderful person,” Daddy said, standing in the front door holding hands with him. Mama put down her purse, she had just come in from school. Luckily Padgett was at baseball practice. Louise was doing her homework and I was watching Jeopardy on TV, I will never forget it.

Daddy went on to say that Michael Oliver was a designer from Chicago and that they had first met in 1999 at the Furniture Market in Hickory, where Daddy went every year, and that their friendship had continued and ripened to the point where they must be together.

“I can’t believe you used the word ripened,” said Louise who has always been kind of weird.

As for me I did not say one thing but put the TV on mute.

“I have heard so much about all of you,” Michael Oliver said.

Later my best friend Courtney would say that he is hot.

“Oh for God’s sake, Wayne,” Mama said walking out of the room.

Things got even worse after that. First Daddy left and went to live with Michael in Asheville, where anything goes. Mama quit her job and started running the furniture store, which has been a big success. She buys the more traditional lines, like Bassett. I won Miss Confederacy then went off to college so was not there when Daddy came back to visit one day and announced that he was now becoming a woman so he could marry Michael.

“Oh Wayne, why don’t you just be gay?” Mama asked him. “It would be a lot easier and not hurt.” But Daddy said he has been a woman all along deep inside of himself. A woman just waiting to happen.

“Well I give up!” said Granddaddy who was over there bringing us some tomatoes.

Anyway Daddy did become a tall thin woman named Ava because Michael loves Ava Gardner.

Then Michael got a big inheritance. Louise has kept in touch with them all along but neither me or Padgett has had anything to do with them at all, even though I have to admit that Daddy has left me a long sweet message on my cell phone every week since he left. Now Daddy and Michael have bought this old completely run-down plantation out in the country between Hillsborough and Burlington, NC, and they are fixing it up into a very fancy bed and breakfast.

So I was surprised to get a message from Michael instead of Daddy on my cell phone right after my little marriage ended in a disaster which I will not go into.

“Tuscany,” Michael said, “I know that you took that documentary studies class at the university and I wonder if you might be interested in looking at a young girl’s diary from the 1870s which the carpenters have just found out here at Agate Hill. It was in a secret room up under the eaves. Let me know. We would love to have a visit from you too.”

So I got in the car and drove up there, and the rest is history.

Or I hope you will think it is history.

There is a lot of other stuff in this box too including letters (some mailed and some not), poems, songs, and sheet music, a Bible, a catechism (I never saw one of these before, it is very depressing), old newspaper accounts, court records involving a possible murder, a hand-tooled leather case with a silver clasp, a little heart-shaped stirrup, marbles, rocks, and dolls, and a large collection of BONES, some human and some not. So I will just put some stick-it notes and stuff here and there as we go along and then tell you some more at the end.

Hopefully,

Tuscany Miller


Agate Hill

[image: image]

Dear Diary,

This book belongs to me Molly Petree age thirteen today May 20 in the year of our Lord 1872, Agate Hill, North Carolina. I am an orphan girl. This is my own book of my own self given to me by the preachers wife Nora Gwyn who said, This little diary is for you my dear unfortunate child, to be your friend and confident, to share all your thoughts and deepest secrets for I know how much you need a friend and also how much you love to read and write. I do believe you have a natural gift for it. Now it is my special hope that you will set down upon these pages your own memories of your lovely mother and your brave father, and of your three brothers as well, and of all that has befallen you. For I believe this endeavor might help you, Molly Petree. So I urge you to take pen in hand commencing your diary with these words, Thy will be done O Lord on Earth as it is in Heaven, Amen.

Well, I have not done this!

And I will not do it either no matter how much I love pretty Nora Gwyn who looks like a lady on a fancy plate and has taught me such few lessons as I have had since Aunt Fannie died. NO for I mean to write in secrecy and stelth the truth as I see it. I know I am a spitfire and a burden. I do not care. My family is a dead family, and this is not my home, for I am a refugee girl.

I am like the ruby-throated hummingbird that comes again and again to Fannies red rosebush but lights down never for good and all, always flying on. And it is true that often I feel so lonesome for all of them that are gone.

I live in a house of ghosts.

I was born before the Surrender and dragged from pillar to post as Mamma always said until we fetched up here in North Carolina after Columbia fell. Our sweet Willie was born there, into a world of war. He was real little all waxy and bloody, and Old Bess put him into a dresser drawer while the fires burned red outside the windows. Mamma used to tell it in that awful whisper which went on and on through the long hot nights when she could not sleep and it was my job to wet the cool cloths required for her forehead which I did faithfully. I loved my mamma. But I was GLAD when she died, I know this is a sin. I have not told it before. But I am writing it down anyway as Nora Gwyn said and I will write it all down every true thing in black and white upon the page, for evil or good it is my own true life and I WILL have it. I will.

I am the legal ward of my uncle Junius Jefferson Hall who is not really my uncle at all but my mothers first cousin a wise and mournful man who has done the best he could for us all I reckon. We arrived here during the last days of the War to a house running over all ready thus giving Uncle Junius more than thirty people on this place to feed, negro and white alike. Uncle Junius used to be a kind strong man but he is sick and seems so sad and lost in thought now since Fannie died.

This is his wife my dear aunt Fannie who is recently Deceased it has been seven months now, and the baby inside her born dead and backward.

I will NEVER have a baby myself!

I sat out in the passage all night long on a little stool and listened to Fannie scream then moan then watched them run in and out, the negros and old Doctor Lambeth who stayed here for three days all told. He is a skinny old man with a horse that looks just like him. He came riding in at a dead run with his long gray hair streaming out behind him under his high black hat. He has always been Uncle Junius best friend. At first I did not get to see the baby though Old Bess thrust him out the door past me wrapped in a bloody cloth then Liddy took him away and washed him and wrapped him again in a clean white sheet like a little bundle of laundry. They put him on the marble top table in the parlor.

What is his name? I ventured to ask Uncle Junius once when he came out of the bedroom but he cursed and said, He has no name Molly, he is dead.

But then Mister Gwyn the preacher arrived and said, Now Junius, you must give him a name, for I cannot baptize him without a name, and he cannot enter the Kingdom of Heaven without baptism.

So then they unwrapped him, and I got to see him finely, pale blue but perfect, he looked like a little baby doll.

Mister Gwyn dipped his hand in the special water in the rose china bowl and touched the babys little blue head and blessed him saying, Lewis Polk Hall, I baptize you in the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Ghost, Amen.

Amen, Uncle Junius said, Amen, then gave a great sob and rushed over and knelt down and kissed the babys little cheek then went straight back into the bedroom.

Nora Gwyn held the baby for a long time while the servants and some of the neighbor people came in to see him, then they laid him out on the table again with dimes on his eyes and a little white lace dress that somebody had brought him. Uncle Junius had named him for his oldest boy Lewis that served in the Twenty-second North Carolina Regiment under Colonel Pettigrew. Now he is dead, and Uncle Junius is old, and Fannie was old too, she did not have any business with any more babys, Old Bess said. Babys are always dangerous but it is even more dangerous when you are old. But everybody except me wants them, it is hard to see why.

The things that people really want are the most like to kill them, it seems to me, such as war and babys.

More and more people came. They sat in the parlor and gathered outside on the piazza and all over the yard in the shade of the trees. Why do they keep coming? I asked Liddy in the kitchen but she just wiped her face and gave me some parched corn and said, Here, go on, take little Junius down to feed the chickens. Little Junius is a snivelly little boy who looks like he is about a hundred years old. I got his hand and took him out the door and down the hill to the henhouse where all the chickens came running. He threw out the corn like it was a job of work.

Then I heard hammering from inside the barn.

So after he finished feeding the chickens little Junius and I went into the big barn to find Virgil there making something, with Washington helping him. Washington is Liddys son and my best friend on this place, he is milk coffee color with gray eyes and a big smile. Virgil and Old Bess came all the way from South Carolina with Mamma. Old Bess is what they call a griffe negro but Virgils face is as round and shiny black as that globe our uncle Harrison brought back from the Cape of Good Hope, I believe you call it obsidian. Virgil is real old now, but he can still make anything.

By then it was late late afternoon and the sunlight fell through the golden dust to make a shining block in the air and a shining yellow square like a magic carpet on the old barn floor where Washington sat planing a long piece of wood. Yellow dust flew everywhere. A little wooden box sat on the straw beside him. Virgil was fitting two wide planks together up on the sawhorses.

What are you doing out here Missy? he said.

That is her coffin, isnt it? I asked him. Nobody told me, I said.

Dont nobody have to, Virgil said.

Junius held tight to my hand and looked all around the barn like he had never seen it before. He is four years old.

The time will come when it come, Virgil said. He reached into a deep pocket of his overalls. Here now Washington, see can you teach this here little white boy something.

Washington jumped up and Virgil gave him the leather bag full of marbles.

Washington whooped. Come on, he said, and got Junius other hand and led us both to a level spot just outside of the door in the shade of the big hickory tree. This ought to do us, Washington said, so we all sat down in the crackly leaves as it was November. Then he took a board and scraped off the leaves and made a round place in the dirt, then used the edge of the board to draw a big deep circle around it. All right now, Washington said. Then he put all the marbles down in the middle of the ring. They were mostly made from the agate and quartz on the hill, but one was sort of silver and one was greeny gold, and another blue as the sky.

Little Junius clapped his hands.

Now this how you do it, Washington told him. He picked up a white marble and held it cupped in his fingers with his thumb behind it. I picked up a clay marble and held it the same way. Junius reached over and got the blue one but he couldnt hold it in his little hand like we were doing so he started to cry.

Now thats all right, Washington said. You dont got to do that honey. Why looky here. You can just roll it. He showed little Junius how to roll it to hit the others and Junius got the hang of it right away.

As for me, I am just as good as a boy at everything.

So we sat there in the dirt playing marbles for the rest of the afternoon until the sun went down in a red ball of fire, and color spread across the whole big sky. I could smell leaves burning someplace. A little cold wind came up.

It got dark in the barn but Virgil kept on hammering. Its about time for supper now aint it? he called finely, and the minute he said it, I was just starving.

I pulled little Junius up by one hand and Washington pulled the other and like that we walked kicking leaves up the hill to the house where they were laying out little Junius mother in the bedroom and big Junius was beating his head bloody on the brick kitchen wall behind the house. We walked right past him into the kitchen.

I bet yall are hungry aint you? Liddy said. She set us all down at the table and gave us some chicken and dumplings out of the big black pot. We ate like wild animals as Fannie used to say. It was nice and warm in the kitchen with that big fire glowing. Here honey dont you want some more? Liddy asked and even little Junius ate another whole plateful. I dont know if he knew his mamma was dead or not.

That was seven months ago, and things around here have gone to hell in a handbasket ever since. Nora Gwyn and Mister Gwyn do not know the half of it. But they have come only to say good bye to Uncle Junius as they are moving to Tennessee where Mister Gwyn will be the headmaster at a new boys school, old sourpuss Presbyterian he has got a poker up his ass as Selena says.

Uncle Junius and Mister Gwyn and Nora Gwyn are sipping sherry wine in the parlor down below me as I write.

Now dont you want to know where I am? For you could never find me in a million years. This is my number one hiding place in all the world, a cubbyhole right in the heart of the house yet invisible and unknown to all. Come see. Nora Gwyn says you will be my friend and now you will be my guest, I have never had one before.

But first you will have to come out here to Agate Hill so you will be riding up from the Haw River on the road and then along our dusty lane with trees and fields on either side. The land will rise as you come up and up, yet so slowly that it will surprise you to turn and look back to see the countryside spread out like a dreamy quilt below you now, orchards and woods and overgrown fields with piled-up rock walls between them. White quartz rocks stand out in the fields. You can find agate and fools gold too at the very top of the rise behind the house where I often climb though I am not allowed to.

I love to sneak down the back stairs in the night time and run across the yard from tree to tree and up the rocky path to lie on the big flat rock which stays warm from the sun long into the night. I call it my Indian Rock. I love to lie there flat on my back and let the wind blow over me which is not like any other feeling ever felt by anybody else in the world I am sure of it, known only by me and now by you, my friend of this diary. Sometimes the moon is so bright it is nearly like day and casts shadows among the rocks. One time I fell asleep on my rock and slept there all night long until King Arthur started crowing in the dawn, THEN I had to skedaddle. Liddy and Old Bess both saw me from the kitchen door but they did not tell, they gave me a corn pone and sent me on my way.

I am like a ghost girl wafting through this ghost house seen by none. I truly think I would blow away save for this piece of fools gold I keep here in my pocket for good luck. Often I take it out and turn it this way and that in the sun just to see it shine. Mamma loved gold jewelry but I am not a thing like Mamma. I am NOT. I like rocks instead. All of her jewelry is gone to the Yankees now except for a few pieces which Selena has wheedled out of Uncle Junius. I have to say, it kills me to see Mammas jade ring from the Orient on the little finger of Selenas fat hand and the coral bead necklace around her neck, I wish it would choke her dead.

Anyway you will come up the lane past the falling down sawmill and the gin and the two big barns one empty now, and then you will ride into the grove of cedar trees where it is always dark and the soft needles rustling. It smells good in there too. When you come out you will be here at Agate Hill plantation which was never a real plantation at all in Mammas opinion, not even before the War, not such as Perdido which she left behind in South Carolina.

This house was once white of course but now the paint has peeled off leaving the old brown wood which I like better anyway. The top piazza is held up by plain square posts while the floor of the one below is made from great flat stones brought in long ago from the fields. The top piazza is another place I love for it is there I often sit rocking and reading or dreaming or watching a thunderstorm roll across the land with its lightning that stands like a tree in the sky and its corn wagons rolling. This is what Virgil calls the thunder.

Myself I love a thunderstorm better than anything. Sometimes I will run to the top of the hill to whirl around and around on my Indian Rock in the wind, it is like a dance I can not stop. The smell of the lightning goes into your nose and down your whole body. Old Bess says if you get hit by lightning yet live you will have special powers, well I could use some of those. So I dont care if I get hit or not. Many times I have got wet clear through and been scolded for it though lately nobody cares.

All around this house you will see out buildings such as the corn crib, the red carriage barn with its two stables, the pigpen, and the old blacksmith house which has fallen in, you cant hardly see it for the honeysuckle which has run all over it now. And watch out, you will fall into the icehouse hole if you are not careful, so stay out of there! The brick kitchen is right behind the house, with the four-room tenant house on back.

Negros still live in that row of cabins, some of them work here and some do not, but Uncle Junius hates to send any of them packing for where would they go? Not a one has got what they were promised, that we know of. Besides Virgil and Old Bess and Liddy and Washington there is Daddy Rex the old root doctor who is dying now, I reckon he cant cure himself. In addition there is always negros coming and going or staying awhile, and often they have made off with our things such Aunt Fannies Mexican silver candle sticks won by her daddy in a poker game, and the worst, the curved saber my father carried in the War as he was Cavalry. I hate this for I would like to have it so much, I do not remember him anyway. But it is easy to steal from us as Uncle Junius leaves the house unlocked now since Fannie died, he says if anybody takes anything, why then they need it more than we do and they are welcome to it.

So the door is wide open.

Come on in.

This house is not really very big with only one parlor and a dining room and the middle room and Uncle Junius and Aunt Fannies bedroom down stairs, then a jumble of bedrooms up stairs fitted out with lots of feather beds and ticks that can be spread out on the floor for it was Uncle Junius and Aunt Fannies pride that they never turned any one away, such as Nora Gwyn and her poker ass husband who have stayed the night.

Come into the passage which goes clear through the house as you see. It is our sitting room in the summer, cool and breezy when they bring the chairs out, but freezing cold in the winter time. Then we must hurry through it. Take the narrow door to your left and climb up the wooden stairs.

Do not be afraid in this dark staircase for no one will bother you, no one is here.

But of ghosts we have these:

Alice Heart Petree, my mother, b. 1822, Charleston, South Carolina, d. New Years Eve, 1869, Agate Hill, North Carolina.

Charles William Petree, my little brother, b. 1865, Columbia, South Carolina, d. March 25, 1869, Agate Hill, North Carolina.

My baby sister never named so I know for sure she has not gone to Heaven if there is such a place, this breaks my heart. I see her sometimes in the high dim air up near the ceiling in the parlor before we light the lamps, and once I saw her fly through the trees in the woods among the rising fireflies, just at dusk. B. and d. summer 1866, Agate Hill, North Carolina.

Charles Pleasant Petree, my father, a soldier and a scholar. They say I take after him. If so it must be in spirit not flesh for see, here is his image made in camp on the eve of war. Does he not look dashing and daring with his long mustaches and this fancy hat? He looks like he is French, like he is going to a party. With him is Simon Black a friend of his youth then a scout attached to my fathers Company C, Sixth Regiment, South Carolina Cavalry. See how solemn they are staring into the camera as if into the awful future which has now come to pass. My father was b. Edgefield, South Carolina; 1823, d. March 20, 1865, at Bentonville, North Carolina, where he is buried in pieces.

Tennyson Polk Petree, my eldest brother, b. 1843, Perdido, South Carolina, named for a poet Alfred Lord Tennyson, d. May 5, 1863, at Chancellorsville, Virginia.

Henry Heart Petree, my other brother, not but seventeen upon his death, b. 1846, Perdido, South Carolina, d. July 1, 1863, Winchester, Virginia.

My beloved aunt Fannie Ogburn Hall, b. 1826, Four Oaks, North Carolina. d. October 30, 1871, Agate Hill, North Carolina.

Their son Lewis Polk Hall, b. 1838, Agate Hill, North Carolina. d. July 3, 1863, Gettysburg, Pennsylvania.

And their baby, Lewis Polk Hall, b. October 30, 1871, Agate Hill, North Carolina. d. October 30, 1871, Agate Hill, North Carolina.

And of the living we have these:

Uncle Junius

Spencer Wade Hall, Uncle Junius and Aunt Fannies son who walked home from the war Insane. He lives out at Four Oaks with Romulus. But Spence is nice and not dangerous, he bothers no one, working in the field with Rom. His moon face is scarred by grapeshot.

Little Junius, that I told you about.

And me.

This is all of us here at the present time. Now you know why I say, I live in a house of ghosts. It was not always so. Alive yet gone from us now, we have these:

George Jefferson Hall, known as Georgie, gone West to seek his Fortune, estranged from Uncle Junius.

And finally my beloved Julia and Rachel, Aunt Fannie and Uncle Junius eldest daughters, far too old to be my playmates of course but my dear friends. Julia is so pretty with curly yellow hair and a face that turns pink when she laughs, which is often, while Rachel is dainty and tidy as a little mouse, with mouse-brown hair. They are both teachers now. Julia is a governess in Wilmington, North Carolina, while Rachel is at the Jackson Orphans Asylum in Norfolk, Virginia, where she is very important and earns twenty-five dollars a month, it is so much money. She tried to send some of it home when Aunt Fannie was sick but Uncle Junius would not have it. And when Rachel asked to stay here after Aunt Fannies funeral he said NO for this is a sad place of sorrow and death. Live your life, he told her. Uncle Junius gets all broke down.

I remember the summer before they left, Rachel and Julia used to sit out on the upper piazza all day long doing Baltimore work, feather stitching and herringboning until it came full dark and they could not hardly see to take those tiny stitches required for the white clothes worn by Northern babys and children and even brides. They earned ten dollars a batch. I loved to sit out on the piazza with them, me and my doll Margaret who used to be their doll when they were little. They were trying to teach me to sew, and that very day I had bit my lip until it bled trying to thread the needle. I was supposed to be making a skirt for Margaret out of a little piece of beautiful yellow silk they had saved just for me. But it was hard going, and I was sorry when they commenced again after supper, for I had had enough sewing by then to last me a life time. Now it was getting dark in earnest. Oh look! How beautiful! cried Julia as the moonflowers opened one by one on the vines which wrap the piazza railing.

Then here came Uncle Junius, filling up the doorway. He is very tall.

Now now girls, thats enough, come inside the house now, you will ruin your eyes and then where will you be? he said.

Just one more minute please Papa, Julia said. I am almost done with this christening dress.

Yes Papa if we can just finish these pieces we are working on, we can send the whole batch off tomorrow with Mister Littlejohn, wouldnt that be wonderful? Rachel tied a knot then prepared to thread her needle anew though she was squinting in the dark.

Damnation girls, I said get on in the house now. Have you gone deaf as well as blind? Uncle Junius grabbed the white cloth up from Julias lap and dashed it down, the embroidery hoop striking against the floor.

Oh Papa you will ruin it all, cried Julia, whereupon Uncle Junius came forward and stomped on the white cloth with his boot while Julia tried to grab it, screaming out when he stomped on her hand in all the uproar.

Oh Papa now look what you have done, what if you have broken my hand? she wailed and even I understood what that would mean, that she could never earn the money then to finish school nor play her piano again. Rachel set up a wail beside her, and I cried too for I copied them in everything.

Oh my God. Oh God, Uncle Junius said, I am so sorry, forgive me my little girls.

Julia sobbed holding her hand in the bunch of snowy cloth she had gathered up onto her lap.

Why what do you think you are doing Sir? Go on now, go lie down, you poor thing, it will be all right. Suddenly there was Aunt Fannie leading him away now meek as a baby, but soon she was back with a lighted candle she placed on the table.

Come here Molly, she said, and I came and climbed into her lap where I loved to be most in the world. My own mamma did not have a lap. Aunt Fannie reached over and took Julias hand and kissed it and worked all her fingers back and forth.

Oh that hurts, Julia said.

But it will be fine, Fannie said. Nothing is broken. And we will wash this little christening dress tomorrow, it will be good as new. Now listen to me my darlings, she said, looking from one to the other including me with her sweet plump face all solemn for once and tears in her big brown eyes. You know that your father loves you, she said, and we all nodded, for you had to believe whatever Aunt Fannie said. But he hates to see you work at day labor. You may not understand that he is in dispair because he can not provide for you in the way he feels he should have been able to provide for his daughters— all three— she said, smiling down at me. This War has just about killed him. Now come and give me a kiss, she said, so we drew closer in the candles glow. She kissed us one by one then stroked our hair. Now lets just sit out here awhile, she said. Its almost time for the moon to come up, and it is such a pretty night. It was. We set out there on the piazza in our little circle of light until the moon came up big and yellow over the Caney Creek mountains beyond the river.

That is a gibbus moon Aunt Fannie said. Look, you can see the dark side. Julia sang Beautiful Dreamer and Sweet By and By. We joined in on Good Night Ladies and I do not remember when I went to sleep or who carried me off to bed.

But now you are all most here. At the top of the steps you turn left and enter the sisters room where I sleep with little Junius for company. Now you must go into the long closet which is big enough for old trunks and dress forms and even a chest of drawers. At the very back is a long row of hooks for hanging dresses. If you push the green dress with the black ribbon trim aside, you will find another door, that little low door which you must push HARD and then WELCOME to my cubbyhole!

Ever since I found it three years ago I have been bringing things up here, this is why it is furnished so nicely, and all by me! I found this little red chair with the painted flowers on it by the side of the road, I imagine it had fell off of somebodys wagon. I carried it up here with my heart in my throat but no one said one thing about it. I call it my fairy tale chair. I stole the blue velvet cushion from Mama Marie, she has been looking for it ever since, and blaming her servant. I made my table from a plank and two ammunition boxes stood on end. This little white chair belonged to my little brother Willie.

Nora Gwyn gave me these pastel crayons, and Fannie the milk glass vase. These Aurora roses are from her garden all overgrown. She used to say, There is nothing like flowers to dress up a house and Flowers soothe the soul. So all together this is an elegant spot dont you think? As you see I have enough light coming through the cracks in the wall to read and write by, and here are my fairy lights that I use when its too dark to see, sweet gum balls that I float in lard in two of Fannies finger bowls, she thought the negros took them too but it was me. Here, see this really big chink next to the chimney, it is like a window giving out onto the back yard, so I can see everything that goes on out there. Everything! But nobody can see me.

And now look, there is Washington getting wood from the woodpile for Liddys kitchen while Liddy sits out on that bench Virgil made and snaps beans in the pan on her lap. Away over there is teenytiny Daddy Rex propped up in the door of his cabin like a little old doll, his white hair stands out all around his face like a dandylion gone to seed. Whose papa is he? I asked Old Bess once and she burst out laughing and said, Law child, he is nobodys daddy in particular that we know of, it is just his name. Liddy sings, Going down in the water O Lord, as she snaps the beans. I can just barely hear her.

But I can hear everything that happens in the parlor just fine, for sound travels right up here along the chimney space. I can hear them all calling me now.

Molly! It is Uncle Junius deep voice. Molly where are you?

Molly dear, Nora Gwyn calls, we have to leave, please come and tell us good bye. Where in the world do you imagine she has got to? she asks Uncle Junius, who says he does not know.

But I can tell you one thing, he says clear as a bell, he must be standing right by the mantel, she has gotten wild as a March hare since Fannie died, I swear I dont know what is to become of her.

She is not a pleasant child, Mister Gwyn says.

Oh I heard him perfectly.

Now dear that is not true at all, my lovely Nora says, but you must always remember that she has been through a great deal. In fact I have been thinking just this afternoon that perhaps we could send for her once we get settled in Tennessee, and she could come to stay with us for a time, Junius, and get a proper education, what do you think?

Oh yes! It is all I can do not to cry out. Oh yes! as I would love that. But then in the next moment my heart is pounding and I am terrified and thinking, No, No, No. I know I can not go. For I am the only one left in the world who remembers these ghosts, who thinks of them now, and if I go then they will be gone too. For ever and utterly gone, as Mamma used to say about Perdido. So I can not do it.

I can not leave them now.

But Mister Gwyn will not permit it anyhow. He says, Why this is completely out of the question Nora. You will have an entire school to run.

Ah but that is a woman for you, isnt it Robert? Uncle Junius says. The source of every good and generous and civilizing influence, we should be living in caves in the darkness without them. It is a lovely idea Nora, he says, but you must not fret about Molly. Molly and Junius both will be well taken care of I assure you.

But your health Junius, she says.

Nora I implore you! Mister Gwyn says.

Forgive me if I speak too bluntly, Nora goes on. I can imagine how she puts her lips together just so. She says, It is obvious that you can not possibly take care of Molly and little Junius and Spencer and this entire house hold, Junius, even with Liddy and the rest, it is just too much. Why no man could do it. You need someone to take care of you now.

Nora! Mister Gwyn says in a mean way.

You are a kind and compassionate woman Nora, Uncle Junius says. And you Sir are a lucky man, he tells Mister Gwyn. I can just picture how that gentleman paces before the fireplace all dark in the face and glowering. I know that Uncle Junius stands leaning over the back of the blue wing chair or against the mantel, a huge figure of a man whose frock coat hangs on him now as on a scarecrow. His breathing fills any room. Selena Vogell has been a great help to me, he says.

Well of course, but, Nora Gwyn says.

I can not say a thing.

However, I do have a bit of news which may set your mind at rest, at least for the time being. Uncle Junius stops to breathe.

I can not think what this news could possibly be.

Yesterdays post brought a letter from my sister Cecelia—

The one in Alabama, Nora Gwyn says.

Yes, Uncle Junius says. Her husband died recently, and she is determined to come here for a visit in about a month.

Nora Gwyn claps her hands. O that will be wonderful. Perhaps she can stay on awhile.

Well we shall see about that. Sissy always had very definite ideas about everything. Uncle Junius voice has a smile in it now. He says, I suppose it will be good for Molly, in any case. Of course Sissy knew Molly’s mother, Alice, as a girl back in South Carolina.

Oh really? Nora Gwyn says.

Alice and I were cousins, Uncle Junius says, and Nora Gwyn says, Oh I had forgotten that.

Uncle Junius clears his throat. Well we were more than that, he says. In fact I would have married Alice if she would have had me, but she chose Charles Petree instead. He was the more dashing specimen, I suppose.

I am surprised that Alice chose to come here, then, Nora Gwyn says.

Alice knew that she could all ways come to me, Uncle Junius said. No one ever said no to Alice, as you may recall. I knew he was smiling.

But Fannie—

Fannie was a remarkable woman, Uncle Junius said. Her wisdom and compassion knew no end. She snatched me out of the darkness that had been my habitual mode, and I followed her in all things, as a beacon. Of course she knew all about Alice. But she pitied poor Alice, and it was at her urging that we took them in, though in all ways it was the correct thing to do. I relied upon Fannie utterly. And now that she is gone, I tell you plainly, I fear I am losing my way. Here he stands breathing and after a time continues, I have had such thoughts, I can not tell you.

O Junius, Nora says.

You must turn back to God, Mister Gwyn says.

Robert, I can not, says Uncle Junius. For any God who has done what he has done is not a God I care to associate with much less worship. Nor would any God worth his salt have anything to do with the likes of me.

Pray with me now, Junius, Mister Gwyn says.

I can not. Uncle Junius sounds like the end of the world.

I shall pray for you then, Mister Gwyn says like it is all up to him.

And I — for you know that Fannie would not want to see you so disconsolate, Junius. She would not want to see you suffering so.

And now we must leave, Nora, Mister Gwyn says in the voice people use when they really mean it.

Oh but where is Molly? she says. Molly! she calls, and then she says, But you must find a way for her to attend school eventually Junius, you do know she is very bright.

What Molly needs is discipline and a firm hand, says Mister Gwyn.

No one answers that.

Nora Ive told you I will do the best I can, but as you have correctly surmised it is all I can do to keep this place going, Uncle Junius says. In fact I am like to lose it. I will tell you frankly, were it not for the cash money Alice left, I should not have paid the tax on Agate Hill these past few years.

I remembered Fannie saying, Cash is as scarce as hens teeth.

And now we are at the end, Uncle Junius says in his dark voice.

Oh but surely, Nora Gwyn says, and then they move to where I can not hear them, until Noras musical voice floats up to me like a song. Good bye, good bye, and it is so stupid, I do not mean to cry, I am a big girl and too old to cry so please excuse me, but I know I will never see her again.

Every time somebody leaves here, we never see them again.

I do appreciate all that you have done for her Nora . . .

Why it has been a pleasure Junius . . .

Their voices fade as the front door opens and now I peep out the other side to see them climb up into the carriage. Washington stands holding the horses heads. Nora waves and Mister Gwyn whips up those nice gray horses harder than he has to as they trot off down the lane.

Dust hangs in the air a long time after they are gone.

Uncle Junius watches them out of sight. He puts out a hand to steady himself on one of the urns which sit on either side of the steps, two great urns where Fannies flowers used to grow but now they are full of weeds and ivy which is taking over everything. I think Uncle Junius does not see any of this. I think perhaps he goes back in his mind to see things as they used to be, this busy house where everyone had a place including me and all things turned around Aunt Fannie like the earth and the moon and the planets turn around the sun. I know Uncle Junius is sick but it is more than that. Look how he stands on the steps with his hands hanging down by his sides in that curious way he has now, like he does not know what to do with them.

Or perhaps the circle makes him think of that scary night that happened here before we came. Mamma told it to me, as she told me everything.

It was a summer evening and the house at Agate Hill was jam packed full of visitors as always, little children already asleep on a pallet upstairs while the others were finishing supper such as it was, Mamma always said when she told this story. For of course there was never enough to eat in those days but that night as there was company it was hopping john which Mamma herself always scorned as negro food. At the table there was Aunt Fannie and a big bunch of Ravenels from Charleston who were passing through and a funny little Quaker schoolteacher Elizabeth Lott who stayed for a while, Uncle Junius thought highly of Quakers, and the big girls, Rachel and Julia, and Mamma Marie and Aunt Mitty who had come in from the country to see the Ravenels. Mamma Marie and Aunt Mitty never come in from the country now, we have to go out there to see them which I love to do. Uncle Junius was not present that evening having gone to Raleigh to the Legislature, or maybe to court, he was very important then. There was even dessert, a Confederate cake as Aunt Fannie called it because they had to use sorghum instead of sugar.

The big girls were excused to run outside while the grown ups lingered on to talk of the War and those that were dead and gone. The Ravenels told a terrible story of a widow smothered to death in her sleep by her slaves who left wearing her clothes and taking all her valuables.

But what else can we expect? asked Miss Olivia Ravenel the tall thin maiden aunt with frizzy black hair and a head shaped like an egg, according to Mamma.

But Miss Lott said, I beg to differ Olivia, there are criminals and killers among all people of every race, why look at what our very own home guard did to that boy who would not tell where his father was hid . . . Miss Lott was very insistent in manner, and without Uncle Junius there to guide it, the conversation would surely have taken a turn for the worse, but just then Julia and Rachel came running in from the piazza crying, Mamma! Mamma! Come quick!

Why who could it possibly be, at this time of night? Aunt Fannie wondered, but jumped up and ran out with the rest onto the piazza and into the warm windy night, a night in the dark of the moon. Olivia Ravenel said she felt funny out there immediately and did not like it. The wind jerked at her skirts and pulled at her hair, threatening to pull it loose from her ivory combs.

I am going back inside, she said but Fannie said, O stay Olivia, the air is good for you, you ate scarcely any supper, now this will brace you up. Here, take my shawl and stay just a moment longer.

So Miss Ravenel agreed.

I dont hear a thing silly girls, Aunt Mitty said. She is bossy and very severe.

We heard it, we heard it! Be quiet, the girls implored, for truly it is possible to hear someone coming from a long way off due to a trick of geography, as Uncle Junius has always said.

Hush then, Fannie said, and for a moment all was still save for the rushing wind.

Why I do believe I hear something, old Mister Ravenel said.

But just then a brand new wind, a cold wind, came blowing onto the piazza from a different direction altogether with such force as to knock the candle out leaving all of them there in the rushing darkness.

This is when they heard it, in the dark.

Oh listen, Olivia Ravenel cried.

What? Fannie said.

There! Miss Ravenel cried. Dont you hear it?

What is it Olivia? Aunt Mitty asked sharply. What do you hear?

Oh Lord please let it be my boys, Fannie begged, for of course they were still in the War. Lewis! Spencer! She called into the wind, and now all could hear the pounding of a horses hoofs in the dark at the bottom of the yard coming up the lane and getting louder and louder as the horse drew near.

Who is it? Ho there, Mister Ravenel called out.

Stop! cried Fannie.

Who is there? Mister Ravenel called again.

But no answer came.

The sound of the hoofs was deafening in front of the house. The wind blew Aunt Fannies shawl right off Miss Ravenels shoulders and off the piazza and into the Dutch iris bed. Mama had to hold her skirt down.

Boys! Fannie screamed and tried to run toward the sound. The Ravenels and Miss Lott held her back. Please, Fannie wept but by then the hoofbeats were going away, getting fainter and fainter down the lane until they were heard no more. The wind died down.

But though they all went inside and lit the lamps, Fannie could not stop crying. This was not like her at all of course. Something awful has happened, she said again and again, for she knew it. She could not be persuaded to the contrary though everybody said it was only someones horse that had gotten loose, just a runaway horse, probably it was a traveler staying the night out here in the country some place, and the horse was lost.

No. Fannie went over to stand right in front of Aunt Mitty and bent over so she could look into her eyes. You know that is not true Mitt. It is a sign of death, isnt it? Fannie said this just came to her.

Then all the ladies started crying and bunching together and Mister Ravenel had to pat them. Julia and Rachel clung to each other on the horsehair sofa and wailed as one.

Fools, Aunt Mitty said. This is all nonsense. You are over tired Fannie Hall, now see what you have done. Go to bed, all of you.

Pray for them, Fannie tried to say, but suddenly she was too tired to speak and did as she was told, putting the girls to bed first.

The letter came a week later, saying that Lewis Polk Hall had exhibited great valor but died crossing the open fields to the stone wall on Cemetery Ridge at Gettysburg July 3, 1863. Aunt Fannie read the letter and fainted dead away.

And this is my mammas story of the ghost horse that came in a storm on the very night of Lewis Polks death to tell us.

So how can Uncle Junius not remember this as he stands on the piazza steps to tell the Gwyns good bye? He stands there a good long while shading his eyes from the sun. Then he walks back across the piazza and into the house and shuts the door behind him and calls me one more time. Molly!

Then he calls, Selena!

Then I can hear his slow hollow tread through the passage and out the back door and now I can see him from my cubbyhole window, see the top of his white head and then his back as he passes the brick kitchen and pauses to take off his dark jacket and put it over his arm. He stands there to breathe for a while. Then slowly he crosses the yard and passes the well and walks down past the garden and the cabins to the tenant house.

I have never seen Uncle Junius do this before. I have never seen him walk over there.

It takes him the longest time to get across the yard for he breathes so bad now, and walking hurts him. He drags his leg as well. Why Uncle Junius has suddenly got to be an old, old man! I realize as I watch him. This scares me. In fact he looks like a man in a white shirt in a painting of a man in a white shirt walking across a green yard in the hot still part of the day, he has to stop from time to time to rest, it takes him forever to get there. And there is no one else in this picture at all no one present to help him, not Old Bess nor Virgil nor Liddy nor Rom, just nary a soul, as Virgil would say.

All of a sudden I realize that I am not in this picture either.

I am no where, a ghost girl.

Uncle Junius goes to stand at the gate of the low picket fence surrounding the tenant house. He puts his hand on the latch and then they must see him for the door of the house opens up like Aunt Mittys coo coo clock from Germany and out they all come tumbling, tough little Godfrey mean as a snake and her two girls Victoria and Blanche, dont you think these are fancy names for the tenant farmers children? as Rachel pointed out.

But Selena has got notions, in fact she is full to bursting with them.

Selena is the tenant farmers wife.

Now that would be Mister Vogell of German descent, but where is he? Up and vanished into thin air one hot day last summer while Selena and the rest of us were picking peaches and cutting them up and drying them out on the scaffold in the sun. Selena told Aunt Fannie that Mister Vogell went to the field and never came home, and has never been heard from since. He did not show a sign of leaving before he went, according to Selena. It is hard to imagine Mister Vogell doing a thing so out of the ordinary, for he was a thick glum man like a side of beef who never said anything at all. He had an extra big head like a melon with a straight shock of yellow hair that fell into his eyes and gave him a stupid appearance, like a window with the shade pulled down. He wore his pants hiked way up high to show his fat white ankles. He was considerable older than Selena.

I just can not see why she ever married him, why she is an attractive woman, Fannie used to say, and Uncle Junius said, Now Fannie, we will never know what kind of a situation she came from, nor what has happened to her along the way. And it is true that those two daughters look very different from Mister Vogell, being dark and curly headed like gypsy girls. Selena herself is dark complected and dark haired, a tall woman strong as an ox. She can work all day long in the field then split wood like a man, many is the time I have looked out my cubbyhole window here to see Selena out by the wood pile with her skirt hitched up and the ax upraised, and the ringing of the ax lasts all morning long. She is a good worker, and with those children, it is clear that Uncle Junius could never kick her out. It would not be in his nature. So Selena is still in the tenant house.

But little by little since Aunt Fannie died, Selena has been worming her way into this house too. Now Uncle Junius has took to calling her the housekeeper though Liddy will not do hardly a thing Selena says and Old Bess pays her no mind at all.

I look out my cubbyhole window.

There stands Uncle Junius at the gate to the tenant house. There stands Uncle Junius bareheaded in the sun with his jacket folded over his arm. It is like he is under a spell. He stands there until Selena herself comes busting out of the open door with her black hair just washed and hanging down almost to her waist in waves like some animals shiny coat. She is bare foot wearing a loose white blouse and a red skirt, she has got a big smile on her big red mouth and her black eyes flash in the sun like the fools gold I keep in my pocket. Uncle Junius says something and Selena says something and throws back her head and laughs. Her hair falls all down her back. Then she opens the gate and goes to Uncle Junius and wraps her arms around him like a vine.

Like poison ivy, is what I think.

All I can see of Uncle Junius is the back of his head but Selena lifts her head all of a sudden and stares straight up at this chimney. I know she can not see me really but it is like she is staring right at me. And then she smiles. She knows she can do anything, or have anything she wants. They stand like this in the hot sun awhile and then keeping one arm around his waist Selena walks Uncle Junius into the tenant house through the open door. Her girls head off down toward the creek dragging Godfrey who fights them all the way. They disappear from view. Now the yard is quiet once more with no one present except for Virgils old dog that dreams a running dream in the sun and Daddy Rex who sits outside his cabin but never saw a thing since he is blind. And as for me my heart is beating very hard in my chest and I feel like I can not breathe. I know for sure that everything will be diffrent from now on.
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June 5, 1872

Dear Diary,

Oh now we are having a time for Selena the housekeeper is bossing us all around, we must clean up the house to a fare thee well for the grand arrival of Uncle Junius sister Cecelia, or Sissy as he calls her. Aunt Cecelia to you, Selena says to me. Her daughters Victoria and Blanche will call her Mrs. Worthington. And now they are here too, in the house, helping to clean though they are lazy. Victoria is a big mean strapping girl like her mother, thirteen years old, but Blanche age eight is skinny with flyaway hair and knobby knees and elbows and a big grin. I like her better. They keep stopping to look at things, they touch everything. Old Bess does not like it. In any case Liddy must now boil out all the bed linens, and yesterday Washington and Spence had to carry all the bed ticks and pallets out to the yard where they beat them with sticks and allowed them to air in the sun while Selena and the rest of us scoured the bedrooms scrubbing the heart pine floors and rubbing the beds and dressers and chests with tallow to give a shine. Spence carried a whole mattress on his head with one hand. Selena was like a whirlwind with her elbows flying. Then she pulled up her skirt and got down on her hands and knees to thrust the broom under the bedsteads and sweep up piles of dust and God knows what all. Her rump stuck way up in the air but she did not care. We were in the girls bedroom.

Just look at them dust devils, she said, for some of the piles of dust and hair held together like little tornados.

Ooh, ooh, screamed her girls, dead mouse, dead mouse. They danced all around the dust devils pointing.

Selena rocked back on her heels and wiped the sweat off her face with a rag she pulled out of her bosom. She stuck out her bottom lip and blew her black hair up out of her eyes. Lord God. Its a pig sty in here, Selena said, like it pleased her.

Old Bess stood in the door with her hands on her hips.

Well what are you looking at, Selena said.

Old Bess said not a word.

Selena had me sweeping out the closet making a great big cloud of dust that stuck to my face for it was hot in there. Horses sweat, men perspire, ladies glow, my mother always said, but that was back before ladies worked.

Selena got back down under the bed to take another swipe with her broom.

Victoria pushed me aside as she ran into the closet and started pulling out drawers in the bureau. Oh look oh looky here, she said holding up a long white ruffled petticoat.

That was my mothers, I said. It goes over a hoop skirt.

Well wheres the hoop then? Victoria said, and I said, Over there, and showed her where the hoops were leaning up against the closet wall. The cloth strips that held them together had gone for bandages. Victoria threw the petticoat down and pulled out a silk camisole and held it up to herself. It had lace around the neckline. Why look it is just my size, she said, though Mamma had been real little and dainty. There in the hot dusty gloom with the camisole glowing white and Victorias dark messy curls all down in her face I suddenly saw how pretty she will be one day.

I hate Victoria.

Take it then, I said, and pushed her real hard so she scrambled backward and fell in the corner with the camisole clutched to her chest.

Girls, girls what is going on in there? Selena called.

Nothing, I said.

Molly pushed me. Victoria set up a big fake wail like I was killing her.

Molly what is going on in there? Selena asked from the door.

She is just telling a stupid lie, I said.

Well get up from there now Victoria, Selena said, but Victoria lay on her back like a junebug and bawled like she was dying, and all could see her drawers.

I said get up. Selena went over and yanked at her shoulder.

That hurt, Mama, she cried harder.

Come on now we have got a lot of work to do, Selena said. Instead Victoria scrambled up to her feet and ran out the door past both of us and straight into Bess who said, You stop right there Miss and snatched at the camisole.

But Victoria held on to it for dear life.

You are not going to have that now Miss, it belong to Alice Heart. It belong to Miss Molly now, Bess said.

I dont want it, I said.

Let go now child, Old Bess said. But she is getting little now, she has got a misery in her back too.

Oh just give it to her Victoria, for Gods sake, Selena said.

I dont want it, I said again.

Miss Fannie done save these things for you by the hardest, Bess said, and I knew this was true, for almost everything else in this house has been torn up and made into clothes even the curtains, and then patched and patched again.

I dont care, I said.

Old Bess turned to look at me hard, and in that instant Victoria gave a big tug and the camisole tore right down the middle and she stumbled back against a bed. She clutched the shiny cloth to her chest and cried harder than ever. Bess smoothed the other piece of the camisole over her arm, over and over, looking at me from the doorway.

What? I said. I hated them all.

Selena stood still in the middle of the girls bedroom with her hands on her hips and her face on fire. Her black eyes darted everywhere. Her bosom went up and down. She seemed to get bigger and bigger while I watched, like the gods and goddesses of ancent Greece in Nora Gwyns book. I felt she would fling a thunderbolt. Blanche clung to her skirt. Go outside now girls, Selena said finally. She yanked Victoria up off the floor but before you could say spit, Victoria ran back in the closet and came out with one of the hoops. Ooh! I want one, Blanche said and ran in for another.

Molly? Selena looked at me.

I dont care, I said

Go on out then girls, you go too Molly, Selena said.

You are not the boss of me, I said. I did not bat an eye.

The girls ran whooping down the stairs.

Selena looked at me and nodded slightly, just once. Then she pushed back her hair and grabbed her broom. Bess, lets get this done, she yelled from under another bed. You go on down and get them to bring me some more water up here. I want it hot too. Go on now, Selena said, and then, Bess?

The doorway frame stood empty.

Bess was gone, and she has not come back yet to help with the big cleaning.

But Selena proceeded like a house afire.

I watched her daughters roll those hoops in the yard until I could not stand it any more. Finally I got one for myself and ran out in the yard with it. Like this, Molly! Like this, Victoria said, rolling her hoop toward me, while mine wobbled and fell over. But soon I got the hang of it, and before long I was better at it than they were.

Look, I called to Old Bess who came walking back from the garden with a mess of greens in her basket, but Bess did not speak. She set her face against me, and went into Liddys kitchen without a word.
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June 8, 1872

Dear Diary,

Washington and me got to beat out the parlor carpet with sticks, it was a lot of fun. This was Fannies favorite, blue with a gold fleur-de-lee. Dust flew everywhere. You like that dont you Molly? Selena said as we whacked away and this was true but I would not give her the satisfaction of saying it.

What? I pretended I could not hear.
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June 14, 1872

Real Hot

Dear Diary,

Today when we got done housecleaning Selena rared back and said, Well you all have done a good job. Now why dont you go down to the river and cool off some. So Washington and me took little Junius and Victoria and Blanche and Godfrey fishing. Spence came too.

I have not yet written of Spence, though I see him nearly every day and wonder, What will happen to him? What can I say about Spence. He is still young, not yet thirty-five but looks younger still for his face is as blank and fair as the moon. He is a great big man, almost as big as Uncle Junius but not thin, for he will eat anything and he will eat until you take the plate away. In fact once you get Spence to doing anything, he will do it until you get him to stop, and sometimes this is not easy. This is why he was so good at war. And this is also why he is such a good fieldworker and why Romulus is the best sharecropper around here with Spence helping him. Spence loves Rom, they were raised together. Spence loved his older brother Lewis too beyond all measure, they went to the war together and did all things as one until Lewis was killed as they ran across that rocky field to the stone wall together, Spence made it and fought on until Petersburg where he was a hero then presumed dead until some men that knew Uncle Junius found him wandering in the countryside near Raleigh in a confused state of mind and brought him back here to Agate Hill where all had mourned and had already got over mourning his death. Yet here he came smooth-faced as a stone, and like a stone he has not hardly spoken since, though as Aunt Fannie always said, His face is benevolent, like the sun. And Spence loves to fish, he has fished in the Haw ever since he was a little boy.

So here we set off walking down the dusty road under the bright blue sky with Washington in front and Godfrey running circles all around him, then Victoria and Blanche then me holding little Junius hand, then Spence behind us all, like a tree walking. He carried the cane poles over his shoulder.

It felt like a parade.

Then we went off the road on a little path and climbed down the weedy hill with Blanche and Victoria whining. We went through joe pie weed bigger than us and blackberry bushes that scratched at our legs. The berries were not ripe yet. Watch out for snakes now, Washington said, and the girls screamed. Little Junius held tight to my hand. Finally we reached the shady, grassy bank of the river where all of a sudden it was a lot cooler.

Spread out some now, Washington said.

One by one Spence put worms on the girls hooks and then on Godfreys hook while Washington and me did our own. Ooh ooh. Godfrey yelled and hopped on one foot when his worm bled.

Hush now, Washington said. You will scare the fish.

Fish aint got ears, Godfrey said.

Sure they do, Washington said. Everybody knows that. They just real little ears. Aint that right Molly.

Yes, I said.

Not, Godfrey said.

Shut up Godfrey, Victoria said.

Little Junius did not want to fish so we sat down on a mossy log where our feet could hang in the water and I trailed my line from there, watching the sun and shade and the little fish playing in the shallows beside us. It was a real nice day. The willows made a curtain where we were. Washington caught two fish, little ones, and put them in the bucket. Victoria got a bite but lost it, and Blanche lost her worm. Godfrey put worms on everybodys hooks because he liked to see them bleed. He is built like a bullet with blond hair like Mister Vogell his daddy. The breeze ruffled the willows like curtains at a window. I saw a shiny snake on a rock in the water near the opposite bank but before I could say a thing, it was gone as suddenly as if it had never been there. Finally Junius let go of my hand and sat down in the water to play. Blanche and Victoria each caught a fish and Blanche fell in the water and then Victoria and me got in too, just splashing. We got to building a dam. Washington went up a ways and caught another fish.

Why where is Spence? I asked all of a sudden, looking around. For he was gone.

Just you wait. Washington grinned at me.

And sure enough after a while we heard a lot of splashing and here came Spence walking around the bend hip deep in the middle of the river carrying a great big fish in his arms and grinning to beat the band.

Did he get that on this line? I asked Washington, for our hooks were little, made out of pins we had best not lose.

No, he been hand grabbing, Washington said. Thats how he always fish.

But what is it, I asked.

That is when you reach way down under a rock or a old log or a stump and grab the fish right up out of the water, Washington told me. A big old dead stump is the best. They like to hide down in there, they get real old and fat. Its like they house in there.

Spence waded over and laid his fish on the mossy bank so we could all get close and look at it. It was a huge slimy old catfish bigger than a baby with its head all bloody and smashed in though I could still see its whiskers. Its eyes were wide open.

Ooh ooh. What happened to its head? Godfrey screamed.

Well, he have to kill it some way or nother, Washington said. I reckon he kilt it with a rock, aint that right, Spence?

But Spence just grinned. He had blood on his shirt and his pants.

It was the King of the Catfish.

We all gathered round to admire it for a while.

Liddys going to want to cook this fish, I said.

But nobody moved. Nobody wanted to leave the river.

Then, Oh Lord, Mama is going to kill us, we have got to wash off some, Victoria said all of a sudden and we all set to splashing again and washing off in the river as good as we could except for Washington who had never got into the river at all.

Our pail held seven brim. We took turns carrying it, and after a while it wasn’t too heavy since most of the water splashed out on the road. Spence carried little Junius who was too tired to walk, while Washington carried the fish, walking in front of us.

Lord God! Liddy said when she saw us coming. She stood in the doorway, shading her eyes with her hand.
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June 18, 1872

Dear Diary,

Yesterday I left this cubbyhole in the late afternoon during a thunderstorm. I paused at the closet door to get my bearings. The girls bedroom was dark with rain beating hard as bullets on the roof.

But there in the gloom I spied Selena standing in front of the mirror, holding that white ruffled petticoat of Mammas up to her waist. While I watched she took a little step backward and bowed her head, like a curtsy. When the lightning flashed I could see her face which looked heartbroken to my surprise, sad and not mean for once though I know she is mean, she whipped Blanche and Victoria for going in the river, and would of whipped me too if she thought she could get away with it.

I hid in the closet until she left.
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June 21, 1872

Dear Diary,

At last the day of Aunt Cecelias arrival has come. Virgil took the wagon out before dawn, headed to Hillsborough, he was gone when I got up. But oh what a hustle and bustle was still going on, for now all must be perfect. Uncle Junius hates an uproar. He had disappeared into the middle room where he hides from all, door closed. It was a foggy dewy morning with all the birds tuned up as I stepped out of Liddys kitchen, heading off to find Washington. But Selena grabbed me by the back of the skirt.

Not so fast there Miss, she said. I need you to go back in the house and help Victoria. Here, take this. She handed me a cloth and an Irish potato cut in half. I knew what that meant. Go on, she said giving me a boost in the direction of the house, away from my beloved woods which were calling out to me. The dewy wet grass tickled between my toes. But it was not the day to make a fuss so I went on into the passage and back to the dining room which is used almost never now since Fannie died.

This morning it was dim and gloomy as the light ventured but feebly in through the dark leaded panes to show the drop leaf table by the door and the huge old sideboard looming as big as a boat, filled with china and God knows what all, all the things ladies have which I will NEVER have, I swear it, and so much the better. For if you have things, why then you have to take care of them, I have noticed this all ready. On top of the sideboard stand the china statues of a lady and a gentleman plus the cranberry glass vase, some cut glass decanters, and the silver filigree cake basket which was buried in the garden when the Yankees came. The table itself is a huge dark mahogany thing that pulls out and out to accommodate a crowd. Victoria prissed around it placing the linen mats and the silver.

I hate Victoria. She is like some accident that has happened to me. I cant believe I have to see her all the time.

Those mats need ironing, I said, which was true. Aunt Fannie would have had a fit.

What do I care? she said. I aint going to eat here. Mama said for you to clean these — and she threw the ivory-handled table knives out on the table with a clanging noise.

I know, Miss Smartypants. I said this part under my breath. I pulled up a chair and spread out my cloth and rubbed the steel blades one by one with brick dust and the cut side of the Irish potato until they shone. Victoria grabbed them up so fast she nicked my hand with one of the blades. At first I didnt understand what had happened, it felt like a pin prick. But then I looked down to see the blood blooming like a flower from my thumb. Then it hurt. Without thinking I stood and flung the brick bat straight at her, it hit her shoulder and struck the floor.

Immediately I was seized from behind by Selena who shook me until my teeth rattled in my head and I could not see for crying.

I am such a baby.

There now Miss, she said, finally letting me go but I was too wobbly-legged to stand, sinking down to the floor while the two of them finished setting the table. I did not want to look at their hateful faces so I did not move. I rubbed my cheek back and forth on the bristly fleur-de-lee carpet until it hurt and somehow that helped me. I remembered beating that carpet out in the yard with Washington only a week before, in the sunshine, it seemed like ages ago.

Come on now Molly, we are done, Selena said, but I said nothing and stayed where I was. As you wish then, she said, and then she was gone, Victoria with her.

Suddenly I noticed the table foot right in front of me, a huge mahogany claw that had seized a mahogany ball. Its talons were big and sharp. They scared me oh I am such a baby. I stood up fast. In the little slit of the curtains I noted that the sun had broke through outside. I was dying to get out there. But first I looked back down at the table, thinking, It is like this house, it looks so fancy and fine but it is all ugly underneath, it is that mean cruel claw.

Then I had to start laughing for I noticed that Selena and Victoria had not even set the table right, they had put the water goblets on the wrong side. This is how much they know about ladies and good manners!

I ran outside to find Washington.

I didnt see any of them again until they rang the bell which meant, She is coming. Like the rest I ran to the front of the house and stood out on the piazza shading my eyes to catch the first glimpse of the wagon. All I could see was a dust cloud rising like the plume of a hat way down in the hazy hills. While I waited, here came Liddy pulling Little Junius along by the hand. She had cleaned him up for the grand arrival, with wet clean hair and a clean white shirt.

Selena and her girls stood all in a row, shading their eyes with their hands. Selena looked so different that I might not have known her if I had seen her in the street. She wore a gray O-bodice dress which had belonged to Aunt Fannie, with a white lace collar and black jet buttons running straight up the front. All that wild black hair had been pulled straight back and bound up in a big bun at the nape of her neck, exactly like a schoolteacher. She gnawed at the inside of her cheek, a habit she had, staring straight ahead. Victoria and Blanche wore shoes.

Liddy wore a white cap, and Old Bess wore her apron.

Why, it is like the Queen is coming! I thought. My Mother Goose book sprang to mind.

Even Uncle Junius troubled himself to come out on the piazza, wearing a jacket in spite of the heat. He did not join us but stood well back, smoking a cigarette cupped in his hand, shaking his head from time to time as if he carried on some pressing conversation in his mind.

The plume of dust came closer, trailing out like a horses tail, and we could see that it was not one but two wagons coming.

Had to hire anothern in town, Selena said to nobody.

The wagons came up the lane past the old sawmill and then were lost to view in the cedar grove, popping out directly so we could all see that it was Mister Potter from the livery stable in town driving the second wagon, wearing the stovepipe hat that was his trademark. Old Virgil clicked to the mules but made no sign as the big lady on the seat next to him waved grandly. Her face was hid by her hat and the traveling veil which wrapped all around her somehow, as if she was a great package being delivered to us. Whoa now. The wagons stopped in front of the house, the air was filled with dust. Washington ran out to grab the reins.

Then Uncle Junius was there too, his hand held out, saying, Cecelia welcome. She stepped down with the greatest of difficulty, Virgil holding her by the arm on one side and Uncle Junius on the other, her middle so big she could not hardly see over it to the steps or her feet— that was the problem. She grunted like a pig upon landing, then wheezed Aah! and put a hand to her heart. Liddy rushed forward and started unwinding the veil, running round and round Aunt Cecelia like a maypole until I got dizzy watching. First we saw the great wide waist, then the bosom like a huge shelf, then her puffy red face with its big red mouth, the arched eyebrows, the eyes bugging out, and the many chins that rippled like a waterfall disappearing into the wad of lace at her neck. She removed the hat from her piled up red hair and handed it over to Liddy along with the veil. Aunt Cecelias hands were little and fluttery, like the hands of another woman. They came up to pat here and there at her face and breast.

There now, she said to herself finally, then My dear Junius in a grand public voice, offering her cheek to be kissed. You look terrible. And My God, what a journey! What a journey I have had! Aunt Cecelia shook all over with distaste, so that the journey seemed to roll off her like water off a duck. But never mind! She went on, My comfort is not a consideration. The important thing is that I am here now, you poor, poor thing. Aunt Cecelia patted Uncle Junius arm then looked all about herself— at the unpainted house, at the outbuildings, at us all lined up for her inspection.

Behind her, Virgil and Spence lifted luggage and supplies down from the wagons. Selena watched them too and narrowed her eyes as trunk after trunk came down.

Rest assured, Aunt Cecelia announced, I shall take care of everything Junius! You may leave it all up to me!

Uncle Junius appeared embarrassed yet still supported her arm.

As for Selena, she looked like she could spit nails, and for once I did not blame her, the way we had all been working like dogs to get the house ready.

Then Aunt Cecelias roaming bug-eyed gaze settled hard on me. Molly! My dear, dear Molly, why you poor, poor little thing! She swooped me up and pressed me to her bosom which was like the horsehair sofa in the parlor, not soft like Aunt Fannies had been. Then she thrust me out at arms length. Well, she is certainly plainer than Alice, I must say, but that may be a good thing in the end. Too much beauty corrupts the character, dont you agree? she said to Uncle Junius who studied the ground.

Close up, I could see how the pink gums above her large teeth were exposed, while spittle formed in the corners of her mouth, to be sprayed when she spoke. I turned my head and wiggled to get free.

Aha! Not so fast, Aunt Cecelia said before setting me down. Let us make our manners first. I am happy to meet you, Molly.

I stood in the sun saying nothing.

Cat got your tongue? Aunt Cecelia advanced on me like an ironclad.

Now Molly, Uncle Junius said.

Nevermind, Junius. I see I shall have my work cut out for me, thats all, Aunt Cecelia said. But I like a challenge. Now where is young Junius? who was dragged forward crying by Liddy in order to make his manners which he would not do either. My my, Aunt Cecelia said. What a pile of savages you are raising here Junius.

Then Selena who could stand it no longer came forward to curtsy like a lady of the court. Well I for one am happy to welcome you here to Agate Hill, she said. Let me introduce my daughters Victoria and Blanche who bobbed forward to curtsy too.

Uncle Junius hid a smile.

But Aunt Cecelia arched her eyebrows. And who might you be? she asked, taking a long look.

Selena Vogell, Selena said.

Selena is the housekeeper, Uncle Junius said.

Aunt Cecelia stood looking from one of them to the other. I see, she said finally. She pressed her lips together, then shook her head slightly as if to clear it. Well, let me get inside before I have a heat stroke! I have a very delicate constitution, you know . . . She set off for the open door where Old Bess now stood.

Mary White! she called suddenly, turning back to the wagons. Mary White, come along now, this is ridiculous, you are trying my patience to a fare thee well—

And suddenly a little girl popped up like a puppet behind the drivers box! She was giggling and waving her hat with an arm that was thin as a stick. Surprise! She called. Virgil lifted her out of the wagon and set her down next to me.

Oh dear. Peas in a pod. Aunt Cecelia stood grimly looking at us. Molly meet Mary White. Mary White this is Molly.

But Cecelia, who is this? Uncle Junius asked.

Aunt Cecelia gave her pig snort. Why it is my granddaughter Junius, daughter of my daughter Susannah, of whom the less said the better!

Uncle Junius took Aunt Cecelias arm and drew her into the house. Selena rushed ahead while everyone else scurried about except for Mary White and me. We stood in the hot sun and looked at each other. All dressed up for the journey, Mary White wore a green plaid taffeta dress with a white lace collar and a green sash that tied in a lopsided bow straggling down. Lace pantalettes peeped out from under the hem of her skirt. She wore white stockings and black shoes like a princess in a fairy tale book.

I have never seen a little girl got up so. And she is pale as a princess too, not tan from the sun like me. In fact Mary White is so pale that I can see through her skin to the blue veins at her temples and her neck. I can watch them throbbing. She is very thin also, I can see her bones. It is like she is inside out — an inside-out girl! Her hair is frizzy as can be, escaping its center part and pigtails to stand out around her head like the light around angels heads in paintings.

Mary White! Aunt Cecelia called from the door. Come in this house this minute!

Why? I said.

I’m sick, Mary White said to me. I have to go lie down, I reckon.

Sick? I said. She looked fine to me.

They say I am living on borrowed time. I could go any minute. She snapped her fingers. Just like that.

An awful thrill shot through me.

But I dont care, Mary White said. I dont give a damn. I’m tired of it. Looky here, and while I watched, she rolled her eyes all the way back in her head until the blue was gone and naught but the white part remained.

I know we will be best friends.
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July 22, 1872

So the reason I have not written for so long Dear Diary is that now I am a real girl with a real friend who sits in the little white chair up here in my cubbyhole and does every thing with me unless she is sick, such as today she can scarcely breathe so must lie in the dark in Aunt Cecelias room with shades pulled and shutters drawn and the hissing spirit lamp in the corner. The camphor smell is so strong it fills up my head and flies into my bones whenever I sneak in there which I am not supposed to do. I am supposed to let Mary White rest. Aunt Cecelia bumbles around like a big bee driving Mary White just crazy.

Meanwhile I have been picking up interesting bones for Mary White’s bone collection, now I am making one too. See? Here is a possum skull, here is a big cow leg bone, here is a turkey foot ripped off the barn wall where somebody had nailed it, I know this one is cheating.

Aunt Cecelia says Mary White will be up and about by the end of the week. I hope this is true for we have so many things to do and take care of. She has been here for over a month now, I can not believe it. The time flies along so fast. Now it is July with its hot thick yellow days. Dog days, Old Bess says, if you get a cut or a sore place now it will never heal. But we dont care, we slip off to the river where we have a Willow House right out in the running water just downstream from where Washington took us fishing that time with Spence.

It is cool and green in the Willow House. Long lacy branches fall down all around us making a screen for perfect privacy, so none can see where we sit on our three white rocks to read or eat a fancy lunch on magnolia leaf plates. Liddy lets us take whatever we want from the kitchen without a word. Time you have you some fun, girl, Liddy said to me. While we are in the Willow House, time stops still it seems, and all we can hear is the music of the river in our ears. But we are not alone for a whole big family of lizards live here too, the little ones so fast it breaks your heart to see them move like bright green streaks across the rocks. An old old granddaddy snake suns himself back on the bank then slides into the water so slow its like he is not even moving but then he is gone.

And the most exciting part — though we have not seen them yet — Mary White and I have reason to believe that a band of fairies comes here also, Mary White knows all about fairies and now I do too. They wear little green jackets and red caps with an owl feather sticking up at a jaunty angle. They come to ride the frogs and hunt the skittery waterbugs that play back there in the shallows. They live on fried waterbugs and flower pudding, Mary White says. One day we surprised these fairies and almost saw them — but they flew away fast on their gossamer wings leaving only a rainbow shimmer in the air and an owl feather floating in the little pool by the littlest rock where it went round and round in a magic way for as long as we watched, until Mary White plucked it up from the water to put in our collection of phenomena. Mary White says the fairies are coming back soon, she can feel it. She says we must go to the river in the light of the moon if we really mean to see them. So we are planning to do this on the next full moon, I can not wait.

Another thing we play is dolls, though my china doll Margaret is very old, having belonged first to Julia and Rachel when they were girls. Her painted hair was all gone on one side but now Mary White and I have made her some more with bootblack, so she looks fine, and her blue silk ballgown is especially elegant. Underneath she wears a chemise, a petticoat, and pantalettes, feather-stitched and herringboned, made by Julia. Mary White can not get over Margarets pantalettes!

And in truth I like Margaret old as she is far better than Mary Whites wax doll Fleur which is much larger, able to open and shut her eyes and say Mama and Papa quite plainly. But Fleur is too much of a baby doll for me. I like a doll who is old enough for romances and flirtations.

And guess what?

Margaret has had many romances and several marriages already because now Mary White and me have got a man doll too. I have never seen one before. He is not a store doll nor a rag doll either one but a knitted doll made by Aunt Cecelia who knits all the time, saying, Idle hands are the devils workshop. This man doll is the latest thing in knitting, with gray wool pants and jacket, stripes on his sleeve, and a soldiers cap on his head. As for a face, he doesnt have one. It is pure white knit, so I can imagine him any way I want. I can make him up. So sometimes he is gay and smiling while other times he is angry or scornful or curls his lip in a frown.

What is his name? I asked the day Aunt Cecelia finished him up and gave him to us.

Name? Aunt Cecelia looked at me. Why its just a doll Molly.

But he has to have a name, I said. Dolls are supposed to have names.

I know! Mary White cried out from the chair where she sat dressing Fleur. What about Robert E. Lee?

Now girls, I hardly think this is appropriate. Aunt Cecelia bunched all the parts of her face together. Why the General was too fine a man for such silly games as you girls make up, you must put your minds to higher things.

But Mary White and I stared at each other in perfect accord.

Yes, I said.

So he is still Robert E. Lee even though Aunt Cecelia made us put our dolls away that very minute and read the shorter catechism aloud followed by the Ten Commandments which we have to memorize now according to her. Hell looms wide for such frivolous girls as yourselves, she said, with spit bubbling up in the corners of her mouth, while Mary White rolled her eyes up in her head and I started coughing so as not to laugh. But just then a wagon drew up in the lane, and Aunt Cecelia went out to see who it was, so we escaped and ran out to the barn where we played for the rest of the morning.

It is easy to get away from Aunt Cecelia because she is so busy with Social Life. Other ladys are always coming to call now with their cartes de visite.

Who the hell are all these people? I’d like to know. Hell, I live here, says Uncle Junius who hates it.

But Aunt Cecelia does not care. She thinks she knows everything. I shall not let you fester away here as you have been doing Brother, she says. Nor must you lower your standards one iota. We shall make a new life in due course. Aunt Cecelia specializes in rising to the occasion and keeping up standards. This takes a lot of time so we are mostly free to do what we want if we will only stay out of her hair. This is easy. It is a big plantation, and we are all over it. No one ever knows where we are!

So Robert E. Lee has been married again and again, to Margaret and Fleur and the neighbor girls dolls when they come to visit with their mothers. He has even married Victoria and Blanches rag dolls, though they dont have fancy dresses. But Mary White insists that they should have weddings anyway, she makes up long love stories for them as well as for Margaret and Fleur. Mary White adores love stories.

She met him by the rushing stream where she was washing clothes, Mary White began one hot afternoon, walking Blanches sad little doll Sarah along the riverbank. It was so hot, and Sarah was so tired, but she was just a poor girl who had to work for her food. So Sarah was scrubbing and crying when here came a gentleman soldier, his jacket all covered with blood. He just about scared her to death! Hello my pretty Miss, he said, could I trouble you to wash the blood from my jacket? For I have been in a fearsome battle where I killed a lot of men.

Why yes Sir, Sarah said, and she did, and she bandaged up his arm too and gave him some pound cake and boiled custard for supper which he liked a great deal.

Are you married? He asked her then, and she hid her face and said, No Sir. Why then I hope you will do me the honor of becoming Mrs. Robert E. Lee, he said, and Sarah said Why yes Sir, and the wedding plans began.

I laid Sarah and Robert E. Lee down on the mossy bank while we were building the wedding bower out of sticks but Mary White said, No they can not lie down, they are not married yet! So I sat them up while we finished it and decorated it with flowers from the woods and along the riverbank. It was the prettiest thing you can ever imagine. Poor Sarah had only her calico dress but we put some of the flowers in her hair. Then Mary White began the wedding.

Is all in readiness? Robert E. Lee asked in his big voice and Sarah said, Yes Sir.

Do you Robert E. Lee take this poor, poor girl to be your lawful wedded wife, to honor and cherish till death do you part? the minister asked.

I do, said Robert E. Lee.

Do you Sarah take Robert E. Lee to be your lawful wedded husband, to honor and cherish, to love and obey until death do you part?

I do, said Sarah.

You may kiss the bride, said the minister, and Mary White put their two faces together. Then for the wedding feast we all ate some scotchbreads that Victoria and Blanche had stole from the press. I used to hate Victoria but now I dont so much since Aunt Cecelia hates her even more. Aunt Cecelia tells us repeatedly not to play with those rough girls as she calls Victoria and Blanche.

•  •  •

On Sundays we have to keep the Sabbath holy and go to whatever nearby church is holding service, and afterward we can neither play nor work, it is terrible. No games or toys allowed, not even for little Junius. We all have to rest or read tales from Aunt Cecelias special Sunday school books, awful stories about children who go out in boats on Sundays and drown.

We will go to Hell if we play dolls, I whispered to Mary White who lay in bed last Sunday with her eyes closed.

I dont care. She giggled and got right up.

I dont care either, I said as we grabbed up the dolls and ran down the stairs and into the parlor, shutting the door behind us.

It was my turn to tell the love story.

Robert E. Lee went off to War leaving Margaret with a diamond ring and a kiss, but soon he was declared dead in a fearsome battle in Virginia. Then oh how Margaret wept and flung herself face down beating her fists on the floor, oh how she mourned him. Margaret mourned Robert E. Lee for two years and then finally agreed to marry her ugly old neighbor man Mister Snow who just would not leave her alone.

We dressed Margaret up in her white wedding dress and her veil to marry Mister Snow, we stuck little rosebuds on her head. Now all was in readiness and the wedding began. Fleur was Mister Snow.

Mister Snow do you take Mary Margaret Petree to be your lawful wedded wife? the minister asked.

I sure do! Mister Snow said in his big voice.

But just then came the sound of approaching hoofbeats, I said— Mary White made a clicking hoofbeat sound with her tongue— and sure enough, here came Robert E. Lee on his gray horse Traveler to save the day, kicking Mister Snow face down on the floor so he could marry Margaret himself. He was not dead after all!

Then they were happily married for ever and ever amen. Mary White finished the story.

But I got another idea. Now lets do it again and have her marry Mister Snow but be so unhappy crying all day long at her tasks and then Robert E. Lee will come in the night as her demon lover.

For I do not want a husband myself nor a big clawfoot chest full of silver, I want a demon lover and so does Margaret, this is her secret desire.

Mary Whites big blue eyes got bigger. Well, Robert E. Lee cant do that, Molly, she said. Either he is Robert E. Lee or he is a demon lover, one or the other, he cant be both.

Why not? I asked.

Because he just cant. Mary White shook her head so her pigtails flew all around. Robert E. Lee is a gentleman. He is supposed to marry them.

I was getting mad at Mary White who had suddenly got this expression just like Aunt Cecelia on her face.

He doesnt have to, I said. He doesnt have to marry them.

He does so! So they can have babys.

Maybe he doesnt want any babys, I said. All babys do is cry and get sick and die. Maybe Robert E. Lee hates babys.

Oh! Before I knew what was happening, Mary White jumped up and started kicking me hard in the side.

You quit that. I grabbed her legs and pulled her down on the fleur-de-lee carpet. I am a lot bigger and stronger than Mary White but she fought me as hard as she could, all pink in the face now and blubbering. Finally I grabbed her wrists and just lay down on top of her. Will you stop now? I said.

She shook her head back and forth and tried to twist out from under me, but it was not hard to hold her for she is so weak.

Now? I said.

No. Her eyes looked all red and puffy. The blue veins throbbed in her head.

Girls? Girls? Aunt Cecelia was coming down the hall.

My mother did not want a baby. She had me in sin and then went off with a Yankee, Mary White said, and she has never been heard from since.

Never?

Never. Now Mary White sounded like she couldnt breathe so I rolled off her. We lay side by side on our backs on the floor in that dim twilight which always fills the parlor.

Are you all right? I was worried that she might die. Then I would be a murderess.

But she said nothing.

Mary White? I said after a while.

I hate you, she said. Ignorant country girl.

I hate you too, I said.

Mary White lay silent, breathing.

Far away Aunt Cecelia was calling our names.

I’m sorry. I gritted my teeth and said it.

Then, finally, she said, Molly?

Yes?

What is a demon lover?

I dont know, I had to say.

But Dear Diary we are going to find out.

Answer: It is a lover who comes in the night to kiss you on the mouth! Mary White believes it may be an Assyrian.

[image: image]

July 27, 1872

Tiger Butter

We are always in trouble with Aunt Cecelia who makes us work to chasten our souls and improve our attitudes, but we dont care. We like it! Two of our jobs are claying the hearth and making lamplighters out of old letters, rolling the strips at the bottom together for a handle then curling the cut parts at the top with scissors.

We churn for Liddy out under the hackberry tree by the well, with a bunch of leaves tied to the dasher to keep off the flies, and sing at the top of our lungs:

Fee fi fo fum

I smell the blood of an Englishman

Be he alive or be he dead

I’ll grind his bones to make my bread

Fee fi fo fum

Come butter come

And also:

Tiger tiger burning bright

In the forests of the night

What immortal hand or eye

Could frame thy fearful symmetry?

Come butter come

Come butter come

This is a poem from Mary Whites big book. The first time we used it, we had a fight over whether to say symmetree, which Mary White wanted, or symmetry, as in try, which rhymes, which I wanted. Finally we made Washington pick and I won. Liddy and them all get tickled when we do this one. But even Liddy has said, That tiger butter sure is good, girls, and Aunt Cecelia eats so much it is gone right away every time. Mary White and I are the Champion Butter Makers in the county!
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August 5, 1872

The Yankee Hand

Several times we have walked down the road and through the woods to Mister Gaithers big field to pick the berries that grow all along the stone fence rows. Liddy makes pies and preserves with these but they are best ate right off the bush in our opinion. Washington gets to go with us then, to shoo off stray dogs and carry the basket, though usually Aunt Cecelia will not permit him to be in Mary Whites company saying, I dont care what you think Junius, he is a servant boy. This is just another example . . .

Yet when we came back from berry picking yesterday, even Aunt Cecelia said, Why upon my soul Mary White, I do believe you are better, this country air must agree with you. She pushed back Mary Whites sunbonnet and stared at her intently, stroking her face with a pudgy finger. Why look you have roses in your cheeks, she said in a different voice, then almost said something else, then turned away abruptly. Go on in the house now and clean yourselves up for supper, and you — to Washington— you run on now, theres a good boy.

Washington headed down to the barn. But first we took the berries to Liddy who gave us some clabber to eat and then we ran straight up the stairs to this cubbyhole where we keep all our collections.

Now, I said.

And Mary White said Yes and took it out of her bloomer pocket where we had wrapped it round and round in honeysuckle vines so no one could tell what it was. Careful, be careful, she said as I started slowly pulling the vines away. She jiggled up and down on one foot and held her breath the way she does when excited. Her pale blue eyes were huge. I took my time unwrapping it. But finally it lay revealed on the floor, the bones of a HUMAN HAND minus two fingers and the thumb.

I had almost stepped on it as we were walking home. Just in time I looked down to see two finger bones sticking up out of the ground like flower bulbs growing. It was like they were pointing at the sky. Oh my God, I cried, then, Stop!

They ran back.

Look! I pointed down.

Lord Jesus. Washingtons eyes got real big when he saw it. Less go on now please Molly. Less us go on home.

What! Mary White looked all excited. Then she stuck out her bottom lip. Why we will do no such thing. We are going to dig him up for our phenomena collection, arent we Molly? For this is a poor brave dead soldier.

Oh yes, I said. You all just stay right here, while I ran back to the creek and got two flat rocks for digging. I handed one to Washington. He wouldnt take it.

All right then. I gave it to Mary White. She got down on her knees immediately and started scraping the dirt away. Be careful, she said. We want to keep him all hooked together if we can. Remember that song? How does it go? Then she sang, Headbone connected to the neckbone, neckbone connected to the backbone—

Now hear you the word of the Lord! I sang at the top of my lungs.

But the hand was not connected to anything else, and we didnt find any more bones there either, though we dug for a pretty long time.

Washington refused to help us. Yall is crazy girls, he said from the shade of a tree.

We wrapped the bones in honeysuckle and washed off our hands good in the creek before we left. Now the bones are here in a fancy little box I have had forever, just waiting.

And sure enough, when we asked Uncle Junius about the creek, he said, YES there was indeed a skirmish there toward the end of the war, some of the county home guard surprised by Shermans bummers, and three men dead.

Mary White knows how to do very fancy handwriting with many curls and flourishes. On the shoe box she has written, YANKEE BONES, Property of Mary White Worthington and Molly Petree. This is the jewel of our phenomena collection so far.
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August 11, 1872

Dear Diary,

Though Blanche still plays with us sometimes, we had not seen Victoria for days and days. Washington told us she had got in some trouble, but he would not say what kind. So it was a big surprise when she ran in the barn yesterday and threw herself down in the straw and smiled her wide crooked smile which works on Mary White every time.

Well where have you been? Mary White said. And where is Sarah? Dont you want to play dolls?

I am not playing dolls no more, Victoria said. She is all arms and legs now, she has grown up a lot this summer. Her eyes are that dark snapping black like her mothers.

What do you want then? I wanted to get on with our game, in which Margaret and Fleur were getting ready to take a trip to New York City.

I dont know. I just thought I would come over here and find you all. Victoria sighed, which was strange. Usually she is all sass, all get-up-and-go.

Victoria, what happened to your leg? Mary White shrieked, and then I saw it too, the blue imprint of a hand on her pale white thigh.

That was your mama, wasnt it? I said. She hit you.

That is nothing, Victoria said. Looky here. She leaned forward and hiked up her bottom turning slightly so we could see the welts and bruises on the backs of her legs.

Ooh. Thats awful. Mary White shivered.

What did you do? I asked.

I reckon I have got me a boyfriend, Victoria said, and Mama doesnt like it.

Mary White peered at her. A real boyfriend?

Oh yes. Victoria sat back down in the straw and smiled. A real live man doll.

But where did you get him? I asked, for there is nobody like that around here.

He is working with his uncle over at the Bledsoes, Victoria said. They got hired on when Mister Bledsoe got so sick. He’s got red hair, she said.

How old is he? I asked.

Seventeen. She grinned at us.

What is his name? Mary White asked.

His name is Declan Moylan. Victoria said it slow like it was something important. He is Irish. I like the way they talk, it is kind of like music.

Mary White and I stared at her as though she had come from another world. Her black curls fell down all around her long face.

His uncle plays the fiddle for dances, she said. I snuck out and went to one.

You DID? Mary White said.

How do you know how to dance? I asked.

Victoria laughed like her mother. Anybody can dance, she said.

Is that why Selena hit you? I asked.

She doesnt even know about the dance, Victoria said. She never knows where I am anyway, she is over here all the time now. She hit me for something else. Her eyes got big and she leaned forward.

What? Mary White and I said together.

I reckon she caught us, Victoria said.

Caught you what?

Nothing. Victorias face was full of scorn. Just about nothing at all. He come over for a visit and I was showing him my boobies, that is all. That is the only thing that has happened so far. And after all Mama done, I dont know why she even cares. But she started crying and hit him on the shoulder and drove him from the house and said, Oh Victoria I am raising you for better things honey. And then she started in hitting on me. But I am going to get her back. Victoria said this in a way you would not doubt.

We sat very still looking at her.

What are you going to do? Though I hate Victoria, I humbled myself to ask. Never you mind, she said darkly.

It was hot and still in the barn. I was covered in sweat all over. We sat in silence in the straw.

Suddenly Mary White said, Can WE see your boobies? For our collection of phenomena, she added.

Sure. Victoria sat up straight. She pulled up her blouse and chemise and there they were, with pink pointy tips on them. Do you want to touch them? she asked.

No, Mary White said, but thank you very much anyway.

Victoria pulled her clothes down and tucked herself back in again. Ive got to go, she said.

Good bye, we said together as she got up and shook the straw off her skirt and ran out through the wide sunny door, in a big hurry like always.

Mary White and I looked at each other. I felt light headed, like I was excited about something and getting sick all at once.

You know, I believe there is something to all that, Mary White said after a while.

Both our chests are flat as pancakes, flat as boys, at this time.
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August 16, 1872

Dear Diary,

Please excuse me for I have no time to write as we are going in to Hills-borough today. Aunt Cecelia is dragging us with her to have a fancy lunch with the widow Muriel Brown who keeps a great house overlooking the river and knows how to live in style. You girls are perfect bumpkins in spite of my efforts! Aunt Cecelia said. So Mary White and I have had many lessons about the lunch. I am sick to death of it all ready.

Aunt Cecelia is the bane of our existence, I have recently read this phrase which surely applies to her. She makes us sew and do sums and raps our knuckles with a ruler if we get them wrong. Personally, I prefer literature. I take after my father, a poet and a gentleman, I told her. She turned up her big nose and sniffed.

Well Molly I sincerely hope that will not be the case, she said. Nor should you wish to follow your mothers example, though luckily there is no one here to spoil you the way they all spoiled Alice. Its a good thing Alice is dead, in fact, she could not exist in this new world. And as for you, you had best get your feet on the ground and fast.

Mary White likes poetry too, I said. We are memorizing Wyncken, Blynken, and Nod right now. So does Uncle Junius, I said, not entirely for spite remembering all of a sudden how he used to stride up and down the parlor reading Robert Burns My love is like a red red rose thats newly sprung in June, and Tam O Shanter and My hearts in the highlands wherever I go. I cannot imagine him doing this now.

Aunt Cecelia looked at me and pushed her face together. Go change your shoes, she said. Virgil is down there with the wagon, we are leaving now!
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August 17, 1872

Dear Diary,

Now we have seen a magic lantern! Which showed a running horse. And eaten snow pudding from cut glass bowls while a little negro boy waved a fan over the table to keep off the flies. Then walked through the streets with two sissy daughters while the big town clock struck three. Aunt Cecelia fell asleep in the wagon and snored all the way home while Mary White and I played Twenty Questions. I was Pandora and Annabelle Lee.

Once here we ran to the Willow House, we were so glad to be back. We would HATE to be town girls!

Oh yes. We have found another Fairy Ring in the Big Woods on the way to Mama Marie and Aunt Mittys house.

Do I want to be taken off by a demon lover, like Madeline gliding past the sleeping dragons with Porphyro to his home oer the southern moors across the fairy sea? Or do I want to BE one, like the snaky Lamia or La Belle Dame Sans Merci who walks by the withered sage where no birds sing?

This is a hard decision.
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October 19, 1872

Dear Diary,

Fall is here with a chill in the air and Mary White lies very sick. I know why but can not tell it. Four nights ago was another full moon and so we went to see the fairies hunting as we had tried to do twice before. You only get three tries, Mary White said. She knows all the fairy rules.

The first time we went it was July, hot and stormy with more and more dark clouds sailing across the moon and sure enough it started thundering when we came to the path. We got back to Agate Hill just as the first fat drops started landing all around us in the lane. Luckily little Junius had not woke up as he sometimes does when it thunders, so we crept back to bed and watched the storm from our window up under the eaves. We love the lightning.

The second time, fairy conditions were perfect. A hot still August night, and we went early. We sat on our rocks like rocks ourselves while the silver light came down through the leaves and shone on the water.

But then I heard something back in the woods. Mary White do you hear that? I asked.

Hush, I see them, they are coming! she whispered.

I strained my eyes at the silver pool but saw nothing. Then the noise in the woods got louder, branches crackling and a dog barking furiously, until here came three deer pursued by a big black dog. They all jumped across the stream, their white tails flashing, to disappear as fast as they had come.

Oh damn it! Mary White said. Now the fairies are gone too.

So last night was our last try.

I had stayed awake watching a big yellow moon rise up over the river hills, then when it hung like a lantern in the sky and the whole house was deathly quiet I poked Mary White. Mary White! I said. She lay on her side in deep sleep clutching Robert E. Lee. Mary White!

She sat up like a jack in the box. Oh is it time? And I said it was, and we pulled on our shirts and jackets and bloomers and tiptoed past little Junius and headed out barefoot as always into the heavy dew.

Oh its cold, isnt it? Mary White said as our feet sank into the grass.

We better go back for our shoes, I said.

But she shook her head and said, Its too late. We had best not risk it. Mary White talks in an old fashioned way when ever she talks about the fairies, it is almost like a fairy language. So on we went down the lane holding hands with the moon so bright it cast shadows behind us three times taller than we are.

Look we are giants! she said, and I knew it right then. This time we will see them.

The moon was so bright, we walked down the path to the river and found our way to the willow house as if it was day. Our white rocks shone out to welcome us, but the water was cold on our feet as we waded out.

Now. Mary White climbed up to sit cross-legged like an Indian and I did the same. She says it is a spiritual pose.

A little wind blew across our faces and rippled the waves and all of a sudden Mary White grabbed my knee so hard it hurt and said, See? Oh Molly— see? And sure enough the air was suddenly full of fairies like a swarm of bees all around us. Their high voices filled the night. The air was bright with the beat of their wings, too fast to see. Swooping down to the shallows they rode the waterbugs like horses and gathered the foam for their babys to eat and laughed and sang in their high, high voices. Their little faces were pointed and dark, their little green suits were darling.

Look it is the queen of the fairies! Mary White whispered for it was Titania with a flower crown and red hair that falls to her feet. She landed on the rock just inches before us and stood there quivering. Her wings beat too fast to see, giving off light like a firefly.

The fairies stayed for I dont know how long, until Titanias prince flew down riding on a swallow and led them all away. Then swoosh! A round shimmering light rose up through the trees to be lost in the starry sky.

Silently Mary White and I grabbed hands and climbed down from our rocks and splashed back to the bank through the freezing shallows. She was already sniffling then. So now she is imprisoned in Aunt Cecelias room sick with a terrible cough and can not play and I miss her so, with no one for company except little Junius who sleeps like a log.

And now I have started to sleepwalk again which I used to do. I had not done it since Mary White came.

[image: image]

October 23, 1872

Dear Diary,

Last night I woke in the dark at the top of the stairs with no idea of how I had got there, my heart just pounding. It was pitch black and very scary. But having been a ghost girl, I can find my way in the dark, and so after a while I took heart and went on down the skinny stairs. It was like something was drawing me on. I opened the door and stepped out into the passage where moonlight fell in a shiny patch on the heart pine floor. I shivered for it had rained in the night. I walked through the moonlight then on down to Uncle Junius door which stood open too.

I went in. Children are not allowed. It is like his cave in there. One oil lamp burned low on the desk, giving light enough to see that he was gone. His rumpled couch held coverlets thrown about. The big desk overflowed with papers and more papers, books lay piled and tumbled to the floor. The walls are filled with bookcases floor to ceiling while other books and clothes lay strewn about as if a hurricane had hit here, coming straight in the door. It smelled like tobacco, like whisky, like Uncle Junius. The end of a fire glowed still in the hearth.

Picking my way along, I went over there and sat down in one of his big rockers, drawing up my feet and wrapping myself in an old soft musty-smelling blanket and settling in for a nap until heavy slow footsteps sounded in the passage. I peeked around my chairback to see Uncle Junius, his white shirt half unbuttoned and hanging out of his pants, his white hair sticking up like straw all over his head. His eyes looked sunk in his head.

Ah Molly. Uncle Junius did not seem at all surprised to see me. He lowered his big self down slow into the other rocker, making a face from pain. He rolled a cigarette and lit it and reached down to take a drink from the bottle that stays on the floor beside him. So, Molly. Come to help me with the sunrise? he asked, and I said, Yes Sir. Well then, he said, and together we sat in silence while it came on. The window filled with light. Dogs barked someplace. King Arthur crowed. Uncle Junius took another long drink while I snuggled back into my blanket, hating for night to end.

Aha! Finally you are here. Aunt Cecelia pushed the door so hard it banged into the wall, then stood there snorting and breathing like a bull in her big green dressing gown.

I know exactly where you have been Junius, I know, and dont try to tell me anything different. Why this is typical of you isnt it, to be absent when we are threatened by these outlaws that come in the night—

What? What is this Sissy? Uncle Junius stood to face her, putting a hand on his desk.

Well might you ask Sir! Well might you ask! Though it is doubtless your fault that they choose to come here at all. Never would they do so had you been on the side of God in the first place, had you not voted against Secession and supported the Republicans, weak lily-livered son of the flesh as you have turned out to be.

Whoa Sissy. What happened? His voice was raspy and hoarse.

Those—those ruffians came after Romulus. There was some incident in town. I presume it is his manner which you have encouraged Junius, you know you have. And to let him take on the care of Spencer, why it is just not right for Spencer to live out there. I dont blame them for being scandalized. But I must say, I put the quietus on them Junius. I had scarcely gone to bed when I heard the horses and those tin pans and whatnot and went out to the piazza where I said, Well Sirs, Romulus is not here, so you can just turn around now. You will have to shoot me in order to pass this way, and I warn you, if you do so, if you DO shoot me, why I will welcome it! For then I shall go straight to Heaven.

And what did they say to that Cecelia? Uncle Junius sounded like he was laughing.

They rode away of course while you lay fast in the arms of your gypsy whore —

Sissy. Uncle Junius drew himself up tall, with rasping breath. One more time Sissy, he said in a voice like God.

I jumped up from the rocker, throwing my blanket down.

Oh good Lord! Aunt Cecelia jumped a mile. Child, child, what are you doing here?

I am helping Uncle Junius with the sunrise, I said.

Aunt Cecelia snorted then turned away.

Uncle Junius put his hand on my shoulder. And a damn fine job you have made of it too Molly, he said. I thank you. For here is the sun fully risen, and you are a good, good girl. Well done.
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November 9, 1872

Dear Diary,

We have had a big fight here, and it is not clear what might happen next.

I learned all about it this morning when Liddy sent me down to the cellar to get more cream from the springwater trough that runs along the sidewall, a chore I hate because it is so dark and damp down there. It is like a dungeon. Several times I have almost stepped on a snake lying across the sill or coiled up like a rope on the dark dirt floor. Since Washington knows how scared I am of snakes, he comes down too if he is around, and it is here that we have had many talks, sitting on those wooden crates in the cool musty cellar while its blazing hot outside. So although I jumped, I was not really surprised when he said Molly! Right behind me yesterday.

Why where have you been? I asked, for I have not seen him for days.

I been working, I reckon. Off cutting wood with Rom and Spence. But what do you care anyway? You are too busy being a white girl now, you aint got time for me.

I grabbed the cream bottle up from the trough and whirled around. That is not true! I said, though it was, a little.

Thats all right Molly, Washington said. I know she dont like for me to associate with you all.

I didnt have to ask who he meant. Of course it is Aunt Cecelia who had a fit when she surprised the three of us out in the barn with Gullivers Travels and found out that Washington can read. Fannie gave him lessons, along with Victoria and Blanche and me.

I think it is the very height of irresponsibility! Aunt Cecelia had practically screamed at Uncle Junius when he came back from Raleigh that evening.

Uncle Junius sat down heavily in the wingback chair and opened a newspaper.

What in the world was she thinking? Aunt Cecelia went on. I’d just like to know.

Uncle Junius sighed and looked up from the paper. It is my great and lasting sorrow that everyone on this place does not know how to read Sissy. Now leave me in peace for Gods sake.

God has very little to do with the state of things on this plantation, I assure you! Aunt Cecelia had snorted.

Now I went over and pulled the cellar door shut behind me and Washington. I hate Aunt Cecelia, dont you? I said to him. Mary White hates her too, even if she is her own grandmother. So where have you been? I asked finally.

Mama been sending me out to Miss Marie and Miss Mitties to work with Rom and them. Keeping me out of trouble, she says. But I seen trouble enough anyway.

Like what? I went over to stand right in front of Washington though I could hardly see him in the dark.

Selena got into it with Miss Cecelia finally, it come right out in the open when they was all out there in the kitchen making sausage after we killed those hogs, he said.

I nodded in the dark. Mary White and me had been furious when Aunt Cecelia wouldnt let us go to the hog killing which I have always loved, the first part is bad but then it goes on all day like a party. I remembered how Aunt Fannie always directed this operation herself, saying, We shall use everything but the squeal.

Well, everybody was working, Washington said, that is, Selena and Mama and Bess and me, and in come Miss Cecelia, saying, We do this in Montgomery and We do that in Montgomery, but it was real clear she did not know what she was talking about as she is a city lady. She got them killing the hogs too early anyway, then she wants them to grind all that meat up again so it be real fine. Just when they think they ready to stuff it in the casings, she wants them to start over. Mama and Bess been making sausage all they life, but they not going to tell her. They not going to go against her. So they are not talking, while she is talking real hateful to all them. Finally Selena she just blow up.

What did she do? I asked.

She jump up and say, Miss Cecelia I am in charge of this job and I can tell you, we know what we are doing here, so why dont you just keep your nose out of it. Go on back to Agate Hill and leave it to us hired help.

I could just imagine how Selena would look when she said this, head flung back, eyes on fire.

But Miss Cecelia not give an inch. Liddy, Bess, she said. Run that meat through the grinder again.

Did yall do it? I asked in the dark.

Oh yes, Washington said.

What did Selena do then?

She stand right up and look her in the eye — you know Selena is ever bit as big as your auntie— and she say, You will be sorry for this Cecelia. No Miss Cecelia nor nothing. Then she say to us all, Yall can go to hell. Then she go running out the door, and none of us has seen her since.

But where is she?

She got Rom to drive her over to Greensboro, leaving them children to fend for their selves. Mama been feeding them. Mama said Selena probably out walking the streets.

Walking the streets? I said. Why would she want to do that?

Washington was laughing. Nevermind, he said. But Mama said we not going to get rid of her so easy. And now today, Mister Junius has done sent Virgil back over there to find her and fetch her back.

I bet Aunt Cecelia is mad about that, I said.

Mama said Miss Cecelia is fit to be tied. But she is treading on mighty thin ice now.

I knew that meant Aunt Cecelia might leave, taking Mary White with her. Mary White has never seen a hog killing and now she never will. All of a sudden I wished I could go back to the days before Aunt Cecelia and Mary White ever came here, when I was just a ghost girl running this place and playing in the woods with Washington. Come on Washington, I said. Lets go up on the hill and ride some saplings like we used to. For we used to ride them one after another all the way down Agate Hill.

I cant, Molly, Washington said. They are waiting for me now. They will be mad all ready. He reached back and opened the door and the sunlight poured in making Washington into a black silhouette like the silhouettes of those old dead people hanging on the wall in the parlor. All of a sudden I realized how tall he got last summer, though he is still as thin as a rail.

Well bye then, I said.

Bye, he said, then, Molly?

What, I said.

The sunlight shone out all around him but he was black in the center of it.

What happened at the end of Gullivers Travels?

He lived with the horses for a long time, I said. They were real nice, remember?

I remember, Washington said.

Then he made himself a canoe and sailed back home.

Thats good then. Washington grinned at me, then waved, and then was gone.

I took the cream up the steps and in the kitchen to Liddy who was mixing something up in the big blue bowl. She looked at me good when I set the bottle down on the table. What taken you so long? She asked.

I been talking to Washington, I said.

Liddy shook her head and turned her mouth down. Dont you be bothering Washington, she said. He got work to do.

Sometimes I think Liddy is just as bad as Aunt Cecelia, she doesnt want Washington and me to be friends either.
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November 19, 1872

Dear Diary,

Now we have been to the Tableaux Vivants, the best and most beautiful thing I have ever witnessed though I did not want to go at first as Aunt Cecelia said they are edifying. Well she has edified me almost to death all ready but Mary White said, Oh do come, Molly, you will love it, you can wear my blue velvet dress! So we took the carriage with Virgil driving and even he was dressed up. Where did you get that hat? I asked him. But he just clicked to the horses and off we went. Mary White and Aunt Cecelia sat in the back under a lap robe but I got to sit up in the front with Virgil, like a scout. I waved to all. It was a real pretty day not even cold. I remembered that poem Aunt Fannie used to read about Octobers bright blue weather. I took off my hat for I love to feel the sun and the wind on my face.

Put that hat back on Molly, you little fool! Aunt Cecelia screamed up to me. You will get freckles.

I dont care, I called back. Two wagons passed by, loaded down with wood from Mister Grissoms sawmill. I grinned and waved to the Grissom boys who sat perched like blackbirds on top of the wood. I did not even bother to say, I dont care if I get freckles or not because I am not going to be a lady, I would rather die than be a lady like you. I remembered way back when Rachel and Julia were trying to get rid of freckles by slathering themselves every night with a potion they made up from cucumbers and milk, which did not work.

Diary, I have forgot to say that Julia and Rachel are coming for Christmas, both of them, and Julia is bringing a beau! I can not wait. Mary White and I hope for a big wedding though Uncle Junius says, Who in the hell will pay for it? You girls had better stick with Robert E. Lee.

Anyway, it took us two hours to get to Hillsborough. Mary White and I were too excited to eat our cold suppers— which consisted of a ham biscuit and a fried apple pie apiece— so Aunt Cecelia ate all of them. I waved to everybody. The sun had gone down in a blaze of fire by the time we got into town. Virgil drove the carriage around to the back of the widow Muriel Browns house.

Then we all went inside for tea cakes and lemonade. Aunt Cecelia and the widow had sherry wine. Show them your dolls, girls, the widow Brown said to her two mean daughters, so there we went up the long curving staircase with Adeline and Ida, who we hate.

There they are. Adeline pointed at a chaise longue covered with them, all kinds of dolls in all kinds of costumes, even a doll from Spain. But when Mary White bent down to pick one up, Adeline said, Please dont touch, its time to go now anyway.

Oh I’m so sorry, please excuse me! Mary White jumped back as if she had been shot and said in her nicey-nice way.

Going back down those long stairs, Mary White ran ahead of Adeline who somehow tripped and tumbled down the last five or six steps to land on her backside and come up sobbing. You—Adeline started to say, but there was Mary White helping her up, attended by the widow and Aunt Cecelia.

So then we were almost late, and off we went down the street toward the Masonic Lodge, falling in with a great raft of people all dressed up and talking gaily. Good evening, Miss Brown, Miss Worthington, good evening, girls. Gentlemen tipped their tall hats. It was already dark. Lanterns shone. You forget how dark it is out in the country until you come to town. Adeline and Ida ran off with their friends, so Mary White and I were free to hold hands very tight and walk behind Aunt Cecelia and the widow.

What do you think . . . , Mary White started to say.

But I said Sssh for Aunt Cecelia was saying, The situation is rapidly becoming intolerable. Honestly I sometimes believe that my brother has lost his mind.

Then we arrived in front of the square two-story Masonic Lodge which was all lit up, every window blazing, luminaries placed at intervals from the road to the steps of the hall. Oh look! cried Mary White. For we were greeted at the door by a personage in a turban and a shimmering gold cloth wrap, whether man or woman I could not say. Kerosene lamps lined the wooden stage, and other huge lanterns hung on ropes, as dazzling as the sun. Beautiful music came down from the balcony where only a few candles glowed, so as not to take away from the tableaux. Every chair in town must have been gathered up for the audience, while we children sat on the floor at the front. Adeline and Ida complained.

Laydees and gentlemen! The velvet curtain parted and out came Doctor Lambeth dressed in a top hat and tails. Everyone cheered. The ladys of the Hillsborough Relief Association welcome you to their Tableaux. You may rest assured that all proceeds from this event will go toward the care of the neediest among us, especially widows and orphans of the Confederacy. And now, on with the show! Doctor Lambeth bowed low to the crowd which screamed when two birds flew out of his upraised hat and swooped around the hall, finally to disappear in the vast dark shadowy balcony where the hidden musicians were playing dramatic music.

And now—Doctor Lambeths gray hair streamed down to his shoulders—And now, allow me to take you back in time to ancient Greece where we shall present The Nine Muses!

Two little boys dressed in red suits appeared at the center of the stage then went running back on each side to pull the heavy curtains open revealing a classical scene like an engraving from a mythology book. Everyone in the audience gasped. Applause began and continued. The Muses did not respond to the cheers but held their poses perfectly, moving not a muscle. They looked like statues. White columns of varying heights stood at either side of this tableau, while the floor in front of the Muses was strewn with cunning cloth roses. Aunt Cecelia had edified us so much we all ready knew that the Muses were nine in number, daughters of Jupiter and the Goddess of Memory, Mnemosyne. We all ready knew their names too which were written out on placards in fancy printing.

Each white-gowned Muse had a placard propped up in front of her. Calliope, Muse of Epic Poetry and Rhetoric, wore a Grecian war helmet over her long golden curls. One pretty hand rested on the short sword stuck in the rope at her waist, while she glared off to the side at some oncoming enemy army. Red spots gleamed on her cheeks. But the one I most wanted to be was Tragedy, who knelt in an attitude of misery and dispair. Her head was bowed so low that we could not even see her features. She wore a crown of myrtle leaves over her smooth black hair.

Polyhymnia, the Muse of Religious Hymns, held a songbook aloft and appeared to be singing vigorously. This meant that she had to stand still with her mouth wide open which is very hard, Mary White and I have since tried it. Plain red-headed Clio sat at a little spindly-legged writing desk wearing gold-rimmed spectacles, looking down at a huge thick book which said HISTORY across its cover. Erato, the prettiest, held one hand to her heart for she was the Muse of Love Songs.

The Muse of Lyric Poetry, Euterpe, appeared to be begging someone for something, arms outstretched, her face in anguish. The great fat girl who wore a jesters hat was Thalia, the Muse of Comedy. She looked like a big puffy cloud in her billowing dress. I poked Mary White and pointed, for Thalia was the best, really. You had to laugh when you looked at her. Urania was a serious round-faced girl who carried the moon in one hand and a little globe of the earth in the other. She is the Muse of Astronomy. Terpischore wore full white trousers and held a difficult dance pose, to everyones amazement. Immediately I wanted to be her, instead of Tragedy.

Everyone in the hall clapped, some crying out, Bravo, bravo! But the Muses did not move, or acknowledge the applause in any way, holding their attitudes. We all jumped to our feet, still clapping. Some wags called out things such as Watch out there Lucinda, you are going to drop the moon! Or why so sad Betsy? while others said, Hush boys, hush! We were directly in front of Tragedy who looked up once and gave us a wink. The curtain was drawn back together by the two little boys who had opened it, one of them stumbling over his own feet to the crowds delight. Bravo, they called out to him.

I just do not think a married woman should participate in something like this. It is not right! Aunt Cecelia said severely to the widow Brown while a lot of bumping and scraping went on behind the curtain as the association prepared for the next Tableau, advertised as the death scene from Romeo and Juliet. Mary White and I could not wait for this one, as we had read the entire play in preparation, and it promised to be even more tragic than Tragedy. There was scattered applause here and there as the Muses came out to join the audience.

Then the descending hush, then Doctor Lambeth bowed low and announced, Romeo and Juliet, the Death Scene, in a deep and serious tone. The fiddle wailed down from the balcony. Mary White and I held hands. This time, Calliope and Urania opened the curtain. We had to crane our necks to see, for a lot of this scene took place on the floor.

Now the columns supported an arch, the entrance to the Capulet tomb. Flares burned in sconces. There lay Romeo dead on his back, the vial of poison still in his hand. Fair Juliet, also dead, lay in a pool of crimson created by the skirt of her silk dress. The jeweled hilt of the dagger jutted up from her chest, catching the torchlight— later, Mary White and I figured out that she had thrust it under her armpit. But it looked perfectly real, exactly like she had stabbed herself. Another young man lay dead beside her.

That must be Paris, Mary White whispered pointing at this body whose sword lay at his side.

Or maybe Tybalt? I couldnt remember.

Friar Lawrence, whose face was hid in the hood of his gown, a plain old rope tied around his waist, stood leaning on a twisted cane. A soldier in uniform stood outside the tomb, arms crossed, while a King and Queen in gold crowns knelt by the bodies. Dazzling sparks of light glinted off the crowns, the swords, the jewels. Sad music from the balcony floated down over all. This time, no applause, but a general intake of breath, a huge gasp. Sobs were heard around the room.

Then I caught on.

Though Romeo wore a cap, a blue silk vest, black tights, and fancy pantaloons tucked into his high black boots, clearly he was a girl, one of the members of the Hillsborough Relief Association, her features calm and classical in death, large nose, dark brow. Paris too was a girl, as was the Watchman, the King, and even Friar Lawrence!

Why, Romeo is one of those Walker girls! The widow Brown exclaimed aloud, causing titters throughout the hall.

The mood was broken. Excited conversation erupted everywhere, as the Muses raced across the stage dragging the heavy curtain shut.

Doctor Lambeth came back out. Laydees and gentlemen, it has been our great pleasure—, he began, but his voice was lost in the hubbub.

Who was responsible for the choice of this scene? A pig-faced man demanded angrily, while another man said that personally he had found Romeo and Juliet to be totally charming and elevating in the manner of all great tragedy.

Oh poppycock! A skinny lady with spectacles said to our right.

Adeline! Ida! shrilled the widow.

Stay right where you are, Aunt Cecelia said severely, pointing to us. She did not look a bit edified. She held her special-smelling handkerchief to her face while we waited for the widow to grab up Adeline and Ida. Then Aunt Cecelia set forth across the hall, followed by the widow Brown. Mary White and I came in their wake, straight out the big double doors into the dark chilly night. I had to hold up the skirt of the blue velvet dress, which was too long for me, as off we went down the street toward the widows house.

Well! Aunt Cecelia said. I must say I had misunderstood the nature of this spectacle. The Muses were all well and good, but Romeo and Juliet went beyond the pale, dont you agree, Muriel? And good heavens, those costumes—girls in pants, in public! What has become of modesty? of femininity? I would like to know. Young ladys should not appear in public at all if their judgment is shown to be this faulty, this rash. Especially not young married ladys, the very idea.

Oh come now, Sissy, the widow Brown said in her high voice. Certainly there can be no immodesty in a young lady doing something which the whole community approves. Why these Tableaux are performed everywhere now, they are quite the thing. And look at how much money they must have raised, and for a very good cause, I might add.

To say that a thing is done does not make it right, Muriel. Each of Aunt Cecelias words came out in a puff of white breath as we paused by the last streetlight on our way back.

You need not preach to me, my dear. The widow sounded mad. Perhaps you have been too long in the country.

Country has nothing to do with it, I assure you, Aunt Cecelia said. Those girls were not comporting themselves as ladys. Mark my words, this never would have happened before the War.

Then it is high time for a few changes, the widow said. No one thought I could take over for Aldred either and yet I have done so quite competently if I do say so myself. For the widow owns and operates the Brown Printing and Engraving Co. Inc.

It is a completely different issue. Aunt Cecelia bit off each word.

No, I dont think it is, the widow said, but then we were there and all the dogs ran out barking. The carriage stood in front of the widows house with Virgil ready to tuck us all under the robes. Then he clicked to the horses and off we went through the clear and starry night.

Molly? It was Mary White coming forward to sit on the bench with me and Virgil. Isnt it beautiful? Mary White said, and I said, Yes. It is beautiful. Soon she was asleep too, her head against my shoulder, her breathing as light as little Junius. Aunt Cecelia snored in the back. I made sure that Mary White was fully covered by the robes. As for me, I was much too excited to sleep. The dew fell all around us, turning fast to frost which had given the whole countryside a shine well before we reached Agate Hill. I pushed the robe down so I could feel the frost on my face, for I want to feel everything Dear Diary. I want to feel everything there is. I do not want to be a lady. Instead I want to be in a Tableaux Vivant myself, I want to be Tragedy, I want to be Juliet, I want to be Romeo. Thus with a kiss I die.
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December 7, 1872

It was the worst thing I have ever seen Dear Diary or ever hope to see.

It all started yesterday when Aunt Mitty sent for some of Liddys boiled custard, for Mama Marie continues to fail, and wont eat, and this is the only thing that will tempt her. Law Law! Aunt Cecelia said. Today of all days, and of course Virgil is gone, well I suppose Liddy can make the custard, but I just dont know how I can get it out there to Four Oaks. Aunt Cecelia patted her special handkerchief all over her face.

Mary White and me can take it! I said, jumping right up for I love that walk better than anything.

Now Molly, you know you must say, Mary White and I, she corrected me.

Mary White and I would love to take it, I said.

Yes, please please please Grandmother, please let us go, we can take it, we know the way, and we will come right back, we promise. You know you like for us to do good deeds, oh please let us go. Mary White hugged Aunt Cecelias fat waist and wound herself into her big skirts.

Oh I suppose . . . let me just speak to Liddy then . . . but first you girls must finish your sums.

Oh yes mam. We sat back down, surprised as could be, while she went back to the kitchen. Mary White copied my numbers down fast, for I am always right.

So that is how we were excused from lessons and got to walk to Mama Maries on such a bright and frozen morning. Of course we have made this trip many times together in summer and in fall, yet never before in this biting cold when your feet crunch down the icy grass in the yard with every step. I could HEAR us walking! And when you breathe in, it goes straight to your brain like Uncle Junius liquor which we have tasted too. When you breathe out, your breath makes a cloud in the air. The sky was a bright deep blue, like the blue of Aunt Fannies Dutch plate which hangs on the wall in the dining room. We walked down the lane, through the whispering cedars, and set off on the path through the icy woods. Everything was sparkling.

Why look at this, it is a work of art. Mary White broke off a weed encased in ice and waved it shimmering in the sun. She danced along the path in front of me, light as a fairy in her red coat. I followed, feeling drunk. We passed through a dark stand of big pines whose sharp scent stuck in our throats. Oh look! Mary White was all ready back out in the sunlight ahead pointing up to where a hawk was making big lazy circles in the sky. When he swooped down low we could see the red on his wings.

Soon we came to the sandy spring, where we broke the ice with the gourd that lay on the rock just waiting for us. This is the best water in the universe, Mary White said solemnly.

On we went, her red coat flitting in and out of the trees ahead of me. Sometimes she seemed not even to touch the ground. We came into the clear and struck out along a fencerow surprising the little birds who flew up all around us. We passed that pile of rocks which used to be the chimney of an old homestead, we know because daffodils pop up there every spring. Fannie said, Daffodils remember when the people are all gone.

Finally we came to the bridge over the mill creek and crossed it carefully, holding hands with one hand while clutching our bottles of boiled custard tight with the other. The wild black river roared below us, edged in silver lace. Cold air rushed up under our skirts. The water wheel turned at the side with its dripping buckets, yet we saw no one. Shutters were drawn on the mill, like sleeping eyes. We saw no one at all, not even the crazy old man who so often sits smoking his pipe on the stone slab by the old red plank door, now closed and bolted tight.

I feel like we are the only people alive in the world, I told Mary White who said she felt exactly the very same way.

On we went speaking of this and that, I cant think what, for me and Mary White are such good friends it is like I am only thinking aloud when I talk to her. We passed by the fairy ring known only to us and then came to the biggest tree in the county, a tree so big that a man once lived in it, so they say, and we always go inside it where we can both stand up and walk around.

We can come here, I said, if we ever really run away.

We moved around in the woody dark.

I can still smell him, Mary White said, all of a sudden.

Who? I asked.

That man who lived here! she said, which scared us to death so we ran down the road as fast as we could go.

Now we walked between fences through the Big Field which is almost a hundred acres including the old orchard and the special meadow where Fannie used to have us gather sweet grass for the bureau drawers. Here the public road comes in from another direction, yet still we saw no one as we walked along to the privet hedge and Mama Maries stone gate which always stands wide open. Mama Maries house is very old and rambling, it has been added on to many times. Four huge oak trees in the front of the house have roots so high that all you have to do is lay some sticks across them for a roof, then make a carpet with moss, and then you will have a doll house. One time last summer when Mary White and me got to spend the night out there, we made five houses so our dolls could visit to and fro, and get married and die and go to church, and have a Social Life.

We climbed up the steps and stomped on the porch, hallooing so they would hear us.

Mama Marie is very sweet but Aunt Mitty is mean as a snake. She is not actually related to any of us, being merely Mama Maries old friend who came to visit one time about a million years ago and stayed on to help run the place after Big Papa died of a heart attack at the dinner table, falling forward into the gravy. Big Papa was a high roller. He raised trotting horses and made his own brandy and went to Congress and held parties that lasted for days. Mama Marie was just a young girl who got into a lot more than she had bargained for. But she got good at running things while he was off at Congress, and raised her children mostly by herself and with Aunt Mitty, and is beloved by all in the countryside.

Hello, we called, stamping our boots on the porch.

The door opened and there stood Susie, their only servant, a white woman from a good family in Raleigh which has cast her off. Mary White and I would love to know why.

Yall come on in. Susie smiled as she took the boiled custard from us. Oh she will like that, she said. Didnt you get cold on that long walk? Lets put your coats back here to_warm up. We followed her back to the kitchen which is part of the house itself, and very old fashioned. Susie does all the cooking on the hearth, with cranes in the fireplace to hang pots and kettles on. She gave us a potato apiece, right out of the ashes. I ate mine all up plus most of Mary Whites, she eats like a little bird.

Well now you will want to visit them, Susie said, leading us up the stairs into Mama Maries big sunny room where she has been confined forever. Mama Marie lay propped up in her lacy cap on the four-poster bed, she looks like Blanches apple doll. She is smaller every time I see her.

You sweet girls, she said, Come sit right here and talk to me, which we did, both of us in the stuffed blue chair at the head of her bed. Her Bible sat on the table next to her knitting. Susie put a cup of boiled custard down on the table. Now what have you been doing? Mama Marie asked, and we told her all about Robert E. Lee and his weddings and the Tableaux Vivants and Uncle Junius bad health and the walk over there. Mama Marie laughed and laughed, her face all crinkled up. I swear, you girls are a tonic, she said.

Pictures of animals, fruit, flowers and old dead people hang all around the room including one I like particularly, actually it is an embroidered picture of Mama Marie and her six sisters grouped around a table in their parlor doing various things— needlepoint, reading, playing the harp. Where are your sisters now? I asked, and she said, Gone, all gone, my darling, off into the world of light.

She smiled peacefully, to my amazement, for my family is dead too and I am NOT peaceful. I hate it that my own family is a ghost family. I dont know if Mama Marie is too old to care, or if she has got a philosophy. I keep waiting for one to come to me.

Julia has a beau, I started telling Mama Marie, but she drifted off to sleep right then before our very eyes.

Come on now, Susie whispered.

We followed her out looking back from the door to see Mama Marie so slight in the bed it seemed that no one was even there, sunlight winking off the cut glass punch cup that held her boiled custard.

Yall better come on and get your coats now, Susie said, for Aunt Mitty lives on the ground floor and keeps her door open all the time even in the winter, she cant stand a closed room or a room without a door in it. We went inside.

Its about time. Where have you been? Her strong old ratchety voice sounds like a rusty hinge opening.

We stood looking all around the messy room. As always, her coffin rested on its low wooden stand in the corner.

Well? Cat got your tongues? she asked.

Mary White and I looked at each other, but we could not figure out where the voice was coming from. Aunt Mitty wasnt there.

Good morning! Suddenly she sat bolt upright in the coffin. Mary White screamed, backing out the open door, while I started laughing and couldnt stop.

What in the world are you doing Aunt Mitty? I asked. Trying to scare us to death?

Just practicing, she said. I find it keeps me focused.

Focused on what? We both drew nearer.

On what is important, she said. And I would advise you to do the same Molly Petree, for though I have always liked you, I see that you are a rebellious girl with a dangerous nature, headed into a lot of trouble. I advise you to turn to God my dear, for He is watching you every moment, always and everywhere. Forget all this makebelieve. Read your Bible.

I all ready read it once, I said. And now Aunt Cecelia is making us read it again. I would rather read something else. I would rather read poetry.

Aunt Mitty pointed her long skinny finger at me. You have an eternal soul Molly Petree, she said, whether you want it or not.

Well I dont want it, I said. This is true. I did not say that I dont want to go to Heaven either. I dont want to be an angel any more than I want to be a ghost girl. I want to be a real girl and live as hard as I can in this world, I dont want to lie in the bed like Mama or be sick like Mary White. Or be a lady. I would rather work my fingers to the bone and die like Fannie. I want to live so hard and love so much I will use myself all the way up like a candle, it seems to me like this is the point of it all, not Heaven. I want to have a demon lover and also a real boy who will be my husband and love me more than life itself. I want to live on my own land not somebody elses plantation. I dont give a damn about Heaven. But the horrible thing about Aunt Mitty is that she seems to know all this without me even telling her. Her little black eyes behind her spectacles are bright and sharp, like jet earrings. It is like she can see right down into my soul, like she knows how hard Mary White and I laughed after the camp meeting when old Mister Pink McCloud got saved, falling down on the ground in a fit of religion and hollering out, Boys he’s done got me by the short hairs now. Mister Pink McCloud has this big old goiter. I dont care to go to Heaven if he is going to be there, or Aunt Cecelia, or Mister Gwyn either one. But I dont believe in Heaven anyway. I have seen too many die. I have seen their spirits leave their bodies as in the case of Mamma and Willie, and believe me, they are gone. They get cold and hard very fast. They do not fly up to Heaven on angel wings, if they are anything they are ghosts. I used to be a ghost girl myself but now I am a real girl, and I am not going back.

Molly, Molly. Aunt Mitty sat straight up in her coffin staring at me. Oh I know you Molly. I recognize you. For you are my own girl, the girl of my heart. But the time draws nigh. You must listen to me, as I dont have long to tell you the things you need to hear, the things you must take to heart.

Come on. I pulled Mary White out the open door onto the gallery.

What is the matter with her? Mary White asked.

She is just old and crazy, I reckon. She is old as the hills, I said.

Molly! Aunt Mitty shrieked after us like a witch.

I pulled Mary White down the gallery steps and we ran around the side of the house giggling and did not say good bye to anybody, not even Susie.

We started the long walk home. First through the Big Field and past the hollow tree where we encountered a black and white dog who was very friendly. I patted him while Mary White rested, she gets so tired. We had crossed the mill race on the bridge and were walking through the forest when all of a sudden Mary White, running ahead, began to scream. At first I thought she was playing a game. What is it? I called.

Molly come here quick, please come, oh Lord this is awful, she called, so I took off running and found her standing stock still in a clearing where an old wagon trail crosses the path. She pushed at her head with both hands like she was trying to hold it together. Her wispy bright curls made a halo in the sunlight. Oh Molly. She gulped to catch her breath and in the silence I heard birds chirping. A squirrel ran across the path.

What is it? I said.

Look. She pointed down the wagon trail and then I saw it too, a negro hanging by the neck from a rope attached to a big old oak tree. His body turned slowly in the air. He was a large negro, very black, with his swollen head drooped over to the side and his mouth open and his tongue out, eyes naught but bloody holes. He wore no shirt nor shoes, his back a bloody mess. From whipping. Or beating. I knew this. The day was as bright and sunny as before except that now the ice was melting and in the quiet we could hear trickles of water running everyplace, like a little song. Some clothes and trash lay at the negros feet where the mud was all trampled up. Mary White was crying and I started crying too.

We must have walked right past him on the way over here, she said.

We didnt even look down that road, I said.

But now we could not stop looking.

It was the KuKlux, I said. You know it was. I told Mary White how they had hanged another colored man down in Chatham County a while back, and drowned a colored woman in a mill pond because she was impudent to a white lady.

How do you know that? Mary White whirled around.

I read it in Uncle Junius newspaper, I said. And over in Moore County they killed a colored blacksmith and murdered his whole family and set the house on fire. They found everybodys bones the next morning.

Stop it, stop it! Mary White put her hands over her ears.

I’m sorry, I said. I dont know why I always have to know things like that, why I have to go on like that, but I do. It is the way I am. I always have to know everything.

The body turned round so slow. The red dirt road went on underneath and beyond it, into the dark piney woods.

Mary White took her hands down. She was paler than ever, with red spots on her cheeks like a doll. We have to go back to Agate Hill right now, she said.

And so we left then, walking fast, and the sun was low over the river when we got there. It was getting colder.

Aunt Cecelia flung open the door, hair falling out of her bun.

Grandmama! Mary White, who can be a real baby, hugged her skirts. Grandmama the most terrible thing happened—

But Aunt Cecelia pushed her out to arms length and said, For once, girls, none of your nonsense. Lets not dramatize. Junius is gravely ill, do you hear me? Gravely ill. I have sent Washington for Doctor Lambeth.

But we saw a dead man hanging from a tree, Grandmama, a negro, and he was all bloody, and his eyes were gone.

Aunt Cecelia shook Mary White like a rag doll.

You did not, she said. Listen to me. Girls you did not see that, do you hear me? I wont hear another word about it. Not another word. Now is that understood?

But Uncle Junius will want to report it to the magistrate, I was saying when she slapped me hard on the cheek. It felt like a burn.

Listen to me Molly, she said, eyes wide and nostrils flaring. This is none of our business. Just forget it. We have got enough trouble here, there is no sense borrowing more. Now do you understand?

Yes, I said, but I dont, and I am going to tell Uncle Junius anyway, and I am going to tell Doctor Lambeth when he gets here, which ought to be soon. I am looking out through the chink for him now.
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December 8, 1872

Dear Diary,

I have done what I said. I sat on the heart pine floor of the passage just outside Uncle Junius door for an hour, waiting for Doctor Lambeth. Finally he came out shaking his head. He put on his coat.

Cant you do anything? Aunt Cecelia wailed. She popped her eyes and twisted her handkerchief up in her hands.

They didnt even see me.

No Cecelia, he said. I regret to say this. I have loved Junius Hall from the day we first met, when he and I were young men together fifty years ago, running these woods like bird dogs. I was just remembering the time we went down the Cape Fear River on a flatboat, all the way to Wilmington. Now that was a memorable trip. He smiled his wide sad smile. Ah, but that was a different time, he said. The wrinkles on his face looked like cobwebs. Keep him comfortable, he said. Give him the medicine.

Aunt Cecelia made a sound and turned away.

Doctor Lambeth put on his hat. He picked up his doctor bag.

I jumped up and darted in front to open the door.

Molly, he said. My goodness but you are growing up into a real young lady now. It has been some time since I’ve seen you.

I held the door and Doctor Lambeth came and we went outside into the cold gray day and stood on the stone piazza while Washington rode the horse up the lane.

Listen. I grabbed Doctor Lambeths bony arm and told him all about the negro hanging and where it was. I told him everything. Report it to the sheriff, I said. Tell the magistrate. Somebody has to do something. I did not say that whenever I close my eyes now I still see that bloody body turning around and around on the rope in the little breeze.

Yes, Doctor Lambeth said in his deep kind voice. I will do so Molly, I promise. I will do everything in my power. But I cannot promise what the outcome will be. I want you to know that. I cannot say what if anything will be done. He put down his bag and hugged me into his great black coat. These are hard times, honey, he said. His coat smelled like tobacco and traveling. Then he got on the horse and Washington stood beside me while we watched him ride away.

[image: image]

December 10, 1872

The middle of the night

Dear Diary,

Again as before I have been sleepwalking. Last night soon after we had laid down I awoke with a start to find myself in the hall with a light still burning below and angry voices floating up the stairs. Making no noise I tiptoed down them and along the passage. There stood Aunt Cecelia in her monstrous blue dressing gown just inside Uncle Junius room where he lay propped up on many pillows with his mouth open, breath rattling in his chest. Doctor Lambeth says it will not be long. Selena sat on the rumpled bed beside him. Her hairbrush lay on the counterpane, her clothes were thrown about the room. She stays there with him now.

Aunt Cecelia was saying, Junius, this is intolerable.

Let him be. Selena said. For Gods sake. Go to bed Cecelia. Her black hair fell to her waist. She was wearing one of his old shirts which she clutched together across her breasts.

Junius! I am speaking to you, Aunt Cecelia said.

Uncle Junius turned his head and looked at her but he was not himself, and will not be himself, as he is dying. Drowning is what he says. I am drowning in that awful voice. Before, he was thrashing around and yelling but now since Doctor Lambeth came he is quieter. He is dreamy and more content.

Selena gave him a spoonful of the medicine from the little blue bottle and then put it back on the table next to the lamp. Listen here Cecelia, she said. I have some news for you. Junius and I will be married within the fortnight. Her black eyes were flat and shiny.

Why this is preposterous! Junius is not a stupid man, I will wager that he sees what you are up to as plainly as the rest of us. My brother will never marry you, you hussy. You whore. You have just cooked this up while he lies here dying too weak to protest.

Ce-ce-lia. Uncle Junius pushed himself up from his pillows looking like Death itself. What does it matter? If I marry or if I do not marry? What does any of it matter? I am tired Cecelia. I am tired to death of this stupid life. He drew in a long gurgling breath and fell back exhausted against the pillows.

But Junius—Agate Hill? Aunt Cecelia could scarcely speak.

Frankly Cecelia Agate Hill is nothing but an encumbrance and a monument to the colossal vanity of men who enslaved other men. Let it go, I say, back to a pile of rubble, back to the rocky earth of this rocky hill. Let it all go. He closed his eyes.

You see? Selena smiled her big triumphant smile at Aunt Cecelia.

In that case, I shall be leaving immediately. Clearly Junius has lost his mind. Aunt Cecelia puffed herself up like one of Liddys pullet hens.

Selena rared back hooting with laughter. And where will you go? she asked. You didnt come here to help us—Selena spat out the word help— We didnt need any help. The truth is that you came here because you had nowhere else to go. The truth is that you thought Junius was a rich man, didnt you? You thought you would take over. You thought you would take advantage of him, and see how it has worked out now. Junius doesnt want you here. Nobody wants you anywhere.

Insufferable bitch, Aunt Cecelia said all red-faced. Dont you worry. I have powerful friends and resources. I have innumerable connections. I will go back to Alabama where people were vying for my presence and aid. This was only one of my many choices. We will be just fine, I assure you.

Selena sat up straighter and composed herself. You do know that I will take good care of Junius, she said in a different voice.

I know nothing of the kind, Aunt Cecelia said. You will watch him die, thats all. He will never marry you. This is a dream my dear. He would never cheat his children out of their inheritance, this is ridiculous.

Selena laughed. What inheritance? There is no inheritance, you must know that by now. You would never leave, otherwise. If there was any money to be got, youd stay here and try to get it. Dont deny it Cecelia. I have never had the luxury of being good—but if I am bad, you are just as bad as me. We are exactly the same. If I am a bitch, you are a bitch too. We are two bitches from the same litter.

Well said my dear, came Uncle Junius voice.

Aunt Cecelia started violently, her hand flew up to her breast.

The carrion speaks, Uncle Junius said in his deep and gurgling voice, while the buzzards fight over him. His mouth turned up in a smile. Selena smiled too. As she leaned down on one elbow to kiss him, her shirt fell open to show one long breast.

Good bye Cecelia, Uncle Junius said, raising his bony hand a few inches above the counterpane.

Aunt Cecelia made a sound which was neither a sob nor a snort but something in between. She whirled and collided with me before I could understand her intentions and get myself out of the doorway. Her shriek would have woken the dead.

What is it? Selena jumped up and stared at me.

Oh Molly! Aunt Cecelia shook my shoulders hard. You bad girl, I thought you were a ghost.

I am, I said. I am.
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December 12, 1872

Dear Diary,

Here I sit while the business of packing is heard throughout the house, a dragging scraping sound as the trunks are dragged out and then packed and then dragged away, it is like they are dragging them across my heart to leave a bloody scrape like you get when you fall down running in the road. It is the worst kind of bloody knee to get for it never heals.

I hate Aunt Cecelia.
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December 16, 1872

Dear Diary,

Mary White has left in the dark of the morning with Aunt Cecelia, the horses breaths making clouds in the air, lanterns lit on either side of the carriage driven by Washington, Virgil following with the wagon. They started off so early due to the threat of more snow.

First there was the comickal scene of Aunt Cecelia getting up into the carriage, this required everybody pushing despite the stepstool they had brought out for her. The carriage bounced on its springs when she finally plopped down, I saw it. It would have been funny if it wasnt so sad, for there was Mary White too in her little red coat looking up here to this cubbyhole where she knew I would be watching, for I could not stand to go outside and say good bye.

She did not smile. Her face was round and white in the lantern light, it looked like a little moon. She kept on staring up here. It was all I could do not to run down there although we have already split up our collection of phenomena—I gave her the Yankee hand— and said good bye yesterday at the willow house in a special ceremony of Mary Whites devising.
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December 18, 1872

Dear Diary,

I feel like a top that someone is spinning faster and faster.

First Selena moved Blanche and Godfrey up here as soon as the carriage disappeared. Back and forth from the tenant house they trudged in the snow carrying all their possessions. Now Blanche is staying here in the girls room with me and actually I am glad of this, though she is a dim quiet little girl who is not much company. She sleeps in the other bed with a sighing noise all night long. But I will never show her this cubbyhole. I do not know where Victoria is, nor have I asked.

Selena tried to make little Junius move into the boys room with Godfrey but he is scared of Godfrey, and with good reason, so he refused, Selena insisted, and then little Junius had a fit where he shook all over and rolled his eyes back in his head and cried so hard that Selena had to give him some of Uncle Junius medicine. All right then, she finally said, but I have never seen such a namby pamby lily livered little boy.

So now little Junius is sleeping in the bed with me, I can hear him sucking his thumb whenever I wake up in the night. Sometimes I am so lonesome then that I scoot over behind him and put my arms around him so that we lie together like silver spoons stacked up in Aunt Fannies silver chest. I can count his ribs one by one in the dark. And I feel awful, like about a hundred people have left us, not just two.

[image: image]

December 21, 1872

The Wedding Day

The first we heard of it was yesterday morning when Selena lined us all up after breakfast in Liddys kitchen and told us that today was the day, and we should get washed up by afternoon and not go off anywhere because Uncle Junius would wish us to be present— You and little Junius in particular Molly, she said to me. So I am holding you responsible for him, is that understood?

I was looking down.

Molly. Is that understood?

Yes, I said looking up at her finally.

In the firelight from the hearth, Selena was like a handsome, fiery animal half wild, a horse or a dog maybe, with her hair springing out from her head. Play with him, she said, then bring him back in here for a bath.

All right, I said.

Behind her Liddy said nothing, mixing something up in a bowl. Water boiled in the big black pot on the stove behind her.

We are going to play marbles with Washington, little Junius said, and I winced for now Godfrey and Blanche would want to play too.

Selena sighed. Just dont get dirty again after you get washed up, she said, any of you. She turned to leave the kitchen.

Mama? Blanche was twisting her foot back and forth.

What?

Do you have a wedding dress, like Margaret?

Selena snorted, then grinned. Not hardly, she said. You all get on out of here now and let Liddy work. She gave us a little push and left, not seeing Liddy give her a look of purest hatred. Blanche and Godfrey ran ahead out the door while I walked out behind Selena with little Junius clinging to me.

I want the blue one, he said.

You can have it then, I said, almost stumbling over Selena who had suddenly stopped on the path ahead, leaning over to vomit in the snow.

I stopped and held little Junius close. We watched Selena gagging.

Well? She stood up straight and wiped off her mouth with the back of her hand. Its just the baby. You will see Molly. You will have one yourself sometime.

But I will not.

Selena went on into the house while little Junius peered at her vomit making a yellow stain in the hard old snow. The sky was low and gray all around us. Then here came Washington walking across the yard with the bag of marbles.

This was the longest day in the world Dear Diary, waiting for the magistrate to come. We played marbles out in the barn and Godfrey cheated, then lost anyway, then got mad and ran away. Blanche and little Junius and me had baths in the kitchen and helped Liddy and then got to play with the dominoes and checkers right there.

Once I came into the house and went upstairs to get my paper and pastels to draw with, and heard a big commotion in the hall when the widow Brown and two other ladys arrived by carriage to see Uncle Junius but were turned away by Selena now very demure in Fannies black and white checked taffeta dress with her hair pulled back in a bun. She slammed the door in their faces nevertheless, then opened Uncle Junius door and said, in answer to his deep gurgling voice, Oh it was nobody. Just nobody. A posse of busy-bodies from town, thats all, with nothing better to do than run around the county getting in somebody elses business.

Well my dear you made short work of them, Uncle Junius said.

Then Selena laughed, and went into his room, and shut the door behind her.

We ate cabbage and roast pork for dinner in the kitchen and you can be sure that Godfrey came back in time for that. He slurped his food and made a mess and kicked little Junius underneath the table.

You quit that, I told him.

Little Junius jumped and I knew that Godfrey had kicked him again. In a flash I turned over his chair and got him on the floor.

Molly, Molly, Liddy said.

Then Washington stood in the door and said, He is here. You all come on.

Liddy tucked my blouse in and pulled my hair back and clipped it with the mother of pearl barrette which she picked up from under the table where it had fallen in the fight. Then she led us out the door and into the house and along the brightly lit passage to Uncle Junius room where everybody was drunk, including Spence who loomed in the corner like a tree, grinning from ear to ear. The whisky bottle sat out on the bedside table. They crowded around the bed. There was wild-haired Doctor Lambeth, there was Selena, there was Uncle Junius sitting up in the bed looking like Death itself, attended by Virgil who sat to one side like a black carved statue staring straight ahead with his hands folded in his lap. The fat jolly redheaded man with the peg leg was evidently the magistrate, wearing a green silk vest and a gold cravat and a top hat, smoking a fine cigar which he kept jammed in the corner of his mouth throughout the service. A thin nervous young man with spectacles accompanied him, and a woman named Sadie who reminded me of Selena though she was blonde and not so pretty. Selena and the woman were drinking too, out of Fannies green liquer glasses from Portugal. They flung back their heads and upended the little glasses to toss the liquer down.

Aha! The arrival of the children! The magistrate said. He was not our regular magistrate from Hillsborough. We had never seen him before. Come, come now, come closer, he directed, lining us up at the foot of the bed.

A fire blazed in the hearth and candles flickered on the mantel and the writing table and the windowsill and every surface which was not completely covered by Uncle Junius papers and books. The room was hot and bright, smelling of liquor and smoke.

By the authority vested in me . . . , the magistrate began, putting an arm around the blonde woman who threw back her head and laughed. Then a roar began in my head which blocked out the rest of the words. But then I thought of Fannie so kind and good, I could see her bright face in my mind as clearly as if she were sitting right there, smoothing my hair. It will be all right Molly, she said, but then her face faded away and the magistrate was saying, I now declare you man and wife, and everybody cheered except for Virgil who sat as if made of stone. Selena leaned over to kiss Uncle Junius glowing bony head. His eyes were almost closed.

Then Selena pointed at Spence who pulled out his harmonica and played Beautiful Dreamer as lovely as it can be played. His slow music wove in and out of the smoke and all the people who stood completely still, as if we were all in a Tableau Vivant. Beautiful dreamer, wake unto me, starlight and dew-drops are waiting for thee . . . I know the words because Julia used to sing it around the parlor fire when I was little. Then will all clouds of sorrow depart, beautiful dreamer, awake unto me. The last haunting note rose way up over our heads, higher and higher before it slowly died away quivering. A deep hush had fallen in the room.

Doctor Lambeth burst into loud tears and cried like a baby, wiping his long horse face with his handkerchief. Ah Junius! Ah Lord! That it could come to this! Ah Lord, Lord! He cried waving his handkerchief in the air.

The Lord has got nothing to do with it, Uncle Junius roused himself to say with a strange skeleton smile. Ladys and gentlemen, let us consider the act. Everyone looked at each other. And now, a toast to my lovely bride! All cheered, clinking their glasses together.

Spence started in fast on Shoo Fly, Don’t Bother Me. The blond woman said something to Selena and poured the whisky all around. When Selena leaned back to drink hers, I saw the wide red hole of her mouth which seemed to go on and on forever. I clung to little Junius as hard as I could. Soon Romulus came to fetch Spence, he led him away staggering and grinning, still playing his harmonica. Well I had a real good time, Spence said from the doorway, which made them all laugh and cheer again. It is hard to tell if Spence knows what is happening or not. Virgil rose in silence and left with them.

The roar picked up in my head. Finally the blond woman whispered something to Selena who looked at us then came over and flung her arms around us in a hot fast hug and said, Go on then sweeties, go up to bed now. You take them Molly which made me feel big all of a sudden, and proud. It is not that Selena is so mean exactly, she is just too large and too much to deal with, like a lightning storm or a house afire.

Liddy stood waiting for us in the passage. She gave us some sweet bread and milk before we went upstairs where the last thing I heard before I fell asleep was that womans loud voice laughing down below.
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December 23, 1872

Dear Diary,

As I write, it is early morning and I am so cold here in this cubbyhole, I can see my breath in the air. I have been up for hours.

Last night I awoke as I often do, yet this time still in my bed with one arm flung across little Junius chest. It was getting on toward morning. I can always tell by the feel of the house. Moonlight came in through the long window slanting in bars across the beds, across Blanche so slight I would never know she was even there except for the funny sound of her breathing, across little Junius whose white face shone in its light.

Victoria is not here but we know where she is now, Mrs. Bledsoe has taken her in out of pity and given her a chance to improve her lot in life by working in their kitchen. Ha! Selena said. That will not last long.

Anyway I stood tingling from head to toe in the moonlit room, I felt like screaming or running. I felt like everything was alive, even the furniture, from the big old Chinese chest to the spool beds where Blanche and Junius lay sleeping.

Something is going to happen. It is happening now. This thought came to me. I put on my shoes and a jacket and tiptoed across the room, grabbing up a coverlet from the end of our bed. I walked out into the hall and stood there, looking all around. Then slowly I was drawn to the door leading out onto the upper piazza, where no one has been in months.

I pushed the first bolt, leaning into it as hard as I could. At first I didnt think I could do it by myself but then it slid with a screeching sound loud enough to wake the whole house. But I listened, and no one stirred. I put my weight against the second bolt, I knew I could do it now. Nothing. Nothing. Then all at once it slid, fast. I pulled on the knob as hard as I could and at last the door gave inward toward me with a whooshing sound. Cold air poured into the hall.

I stepped out and pulled the door shut behind me. The wide porch lay bare except for piles of furniture stacked against the house and dead vines and drifts of snow over by the railings. The full moon shone like midday. Wind blew steadily across the fine new snow which had covered all tracks from yesterday so that the whole world beyond Agate Hill lay shining, changed and new.

Then all of a sudden I saw something I had not noticed before, a strange beast moving all humpbacked and slow down the lane. Or was it even moving? What was it? I held my breath and gripped the rail, peering. It was almost down to the first barn. Could it be a horse, with a pack on its back perhaps? Two horses? No, it was not moving. Fine crystals of snow blew into my eyes so that I had to shut them and then when I could open them again I saw that it had moved, it really had. It was moving so slow that you could not tell it. I stood and watched. I knew that something important was happening. And it was familiar, that figure, whatever it was. It was familiar to me. A faint glow of pink appeared on the horizon as I watched, above the line of hills.

The dark figure left no tracks as it passed down the long lane, picking up speed as the dawn came on. The wind blew across the snow. The figure moved faster and faster until I could scarcely see it. Snow blew off the railing and into my eyes. But a knowledge was growing in me, all along, blooming slowly in my mind like a flower. It was two people, walking together, carrying their belongings piled up on their backs. It was Virgil and Old Bess. The sky grew lighter and they moved faster, faster and faster, until they were flying over the snow like a great black bird, skimming the stand of cedars, flying over the river, heading over the hills. The sky turned silver and the snow turned pink. King Arthur was crowing. A horse neighed. My teeth knocked together like a baby rattle.

I opened the door and stepped back into the hall and closed it, screeching the bolts. It didnt matter. Sounds and voices were already coming up from below. But Blanche and little Junius slept on like angels as I passed back through the bedroom and the closet and entered this cubbyhole where I now write to you Dear Diary.

Virgil and Old Bess are gone. They were with me every day of my life, from South Carolina to Agate Hill. But I am glad they are gone, to think of it makes me feel good. There is a song Liddy sings sometimes,



The little baby gone along,

The little baby gone along,

The little baby gone along,

For to climb up Jacob’s ladder.

So now they are gone along. But Liddy and Washington are in the kitchen, I see smoke coming up from the chimney. And all of a sudden I want some coffee the worst in the world. Its cold up here.
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Christmas Eve 1872

The top that is myself continues to spin and spin, I dont know who is pulling the string, I go faster and faster. Too much has happened too fast Dear Diary. What I want is for nothing to happen at all. I dont even want good things any more, I just want nothing. As I write I look over at the box of phenomena in the corner of this cubbyhole, where Margaret and Robert E. Lee lie as if buried in a mass grave.

Victoria is back but we dont play dolls any more. Mrs. Bledsoe sent her packing, just like Selena predicted. Mrs. Bledsoe said that Victoria can not be trained to rise above her nature. Victoria and Selena fight all the time now, Victoria sticks out her bottom lip and will not obey. She sleeps here in the girls room with us but snuck out once to see the Irish boy down in the barn. Tis too cold for courting, he said, and has not come back. Victoria is downcast, as in a novel. She is only fifteen but she looks almost grown, it is not only her boobies. There is a faraway look in her eyes now. I am just biding my time, she says. She talks to me because there is no one else to talk to, and guess what? I am glad of it.

Uncle Junius is in mourning for Virgil. One of the finest men I have ever known, he said. But this was his home. Agate Hill was their home.

They were damn lucky to have a roof over their heads, Selena said.

I would also like to know how the hell they got out of here in such a hurry. Uncle Junius sounded more like himself for a minute.

You can ask HER about that. Selena tossed her head back in the direction of the kitchen. Or maybe Rom. But they wont tell you, of course. There is not a one of them that wouldnt stab you in the back if they got the chance.

Selena, Selena. Uncle Junius shook his head, falling back against his pillows. It smells bad in there now, like sickness and whisky and camphor and filth. I guess she keeps it as clean as she can.

Washington says that Virgil and Old Bess had not been paid for over a year, not since Fannie died and Uncle Junius turned all that over to Selena. Washington says Liddy is the only one getting paid on the place now and every time, Selena says it is the last time, there is no more money.

So Mama Marie is very sick and Uncle Junius is very sick but Christmas is coming anyway. You dont have to celebrate it but you can not stop it, Selena said, though she has stopped Julia and Rachel. She got me to write out the letter telling them not to come as Aunt Cecelia is gone and we are not receiving.

Social Life is over. People stay away from Agate Hill now as if from a plague house, except for old Doctor Lambeth who still comes out to see Uncle Junius then stays on drinking whisky with Selena. I think he brings it to her. Last time, she staggered out into the hall and then stood clutching the newel post for dear life when he left. I was trying to pass unobserved but she saw me, reaching out with her quick strong hand to grab my shoulder. Well? Well, Molly? I know what you are thinking. Her hair fell down in her face and she pushed it back and I saw to my surprise that her eyes were filled with tears.

I am not thinking anything, I said.

Its not what it is cracked up to be, Selena said, but not really to me, as if to herself. Its too hard. It is all of it too goddamn hard. Then she seemed to forget me and let go of my shoulder and set off wobbling down the passage toward the kitchen, leaving Uncle Junius door open behind her. I went over to close it so as not to lose the heat. The spirit lamp hissed in the corner. The wood was getting low. He raised his head. Selena? he said.

I closed the door.

All he ever says now is Selena, its like she has bewitched him.

Christmas is coming, you can not stop it, she said. But does Uncle Junius not remember how it used to be? Am I always the only one who must remember everything? Does he not remember how it smelled for instance, when Rom and Spence brought big armfuls of red holly and cedar boughs and pine branches in from the woods to tie along the staircase railing, to line the mantels and stick in the big Chinese vases on either side of the front door and in the parlor? That sharp smell still prickles my nose as I think of it. It meant Christmas along with the smell of the oranges that came from faraway in a wooden box and were much prized for we never saw them at any other time of year.

Fannies fruitcakes were lined up in the cold corner of the kitchen for weeks on end, drenched with whisky. Julia and Rachel made divinity fudge, and Liddy made fried apple pies. Sometimes we had ham for Christmas dinner but more often it was a big wild turkey which Spence had shot in the woods. It was roasted all day then served on the ironstone platter surrounded by parsnips and sweet potatoes dug up from the cellar. Fannie and Liddy scrimped and worked for weeks on that dinner, and Uncle Junius said the blessing.

Mama Marie sat smiling at everybody, while Aunt Mitty glowered and ate each helping of food on her plate up separately before she began on the next one.

Now the passage is empty and cold and dirty where we have been tromping in mud with the snow. Selena does not appear to notice. She says it is all she can do to keep wood in the house and food on the table. She says anybody who wants Christmas dinner this year can damn well get it off the stove in the kitchen. Squirrel stew. No gifts. Liddy is cooking the stew right now in the big black pot on the tripod over the fire outside. Tomorrow morning Washington and me will take some of it over to Mama Marie and Aunt Mitty along with some roasted quail and a pound cake. Arent we having carols then? Blanche asked, for she loved to sing as Fannie taught us, but Selena said, Not hardly. Victoria grinned. She is not so bad after all. I hope Selena will let her go over there with us tomorrow.
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December 26, 1872

Dear Diary,

Washington came to wake me and Victoria at first light. Liddy gave us some coffee and johnnycake to eat in the kitchen, ham biscuits to put in our pockets for the long walk to Mamma Maries. Victoria was sleepy and sullen but I was excited, after all it is always an adventure, like Gullivers Travels and Robinson Crusoe and the Odyssey. All the books are about somebody going someplace. Liddy wrapped us up in all the old clothes she could lay her hands on. It is real cold right now. We set off across the yard and through the woods under a low gray sky, it was like walking under a blanket. There was only a couple inches of snow. Washington carried the pot of stew. I went last. Ahead of me Washington and Victoria looked like snowmen, their arms stuck out from their bodies because they were so bundled up.

We walked through the big pine forest and came to the sandy spring now covered by solid ice. I imagined it gurgling underneath, biding its time, as Victoria said. We walked along the stone fencerow past the old homestead. Animal tracks were everywhere. When we came to the place where the negro had hung, there was no way to tell it, just a big tree with a long limb and the old road passing underneath in a stretch of unbroken snow, as if nothing had ever happened there at all. But it DID happen, I thought. It did, I remember, I remember everything. I said nothing.

We went on but the sun never did come out. Victoria kept complaining. I kept thinking I saw Mary Whites red coat ahead of us through the trees. I knew this was not true, but it made me happy to think so. By the time we got to the mill, we could hear distant pops in the air as people shot off their guns the way you do on Christmas. The sky stayed dull and low. Morning never came.

At the big tree Victoria said Frankly I cannot go one more goddamn foot. We sat down on a rock to eat our biscuits. I gave her my second one. So Victoria ate three biscuits and I ate one and Washington ate two. The dim gray woods were very peaceful.

Its nice out here, isnt it? I said.

No it is not Miss Fancypants, Victoria said. What is the matter with you? Its too dark out here. You cant see anything. I want to SEE what I am doing. I am sick of snow. I am sick of mud. I am sick of being poor and everybody dying. I want a city, she said, with streetlights and paving stones. I am tired of working my fingers to the bone. Work work work. Thats all they know around here. It was even worse at the Bledsoes. They prayed all the time too. Well there is a lot more to life than this. I want some pretty clothes and a pretty boy like Declan Moylan and there aint no reason in the world why I cant have it.

Washington and me sat looking at her. I bet you gets it then, he said.

She looked over at me. What do YOU want, Molly? she asked in a different voice.

I dont know, I said. But I’ll know it when I see it, and I’ll want it the worst in the world. What about you Washington?

He looked away. I aint saying. He stood up. Less get on then, he said.

We saw lots more tracks, wagon and horse and foot, when we got to the public road. They continued under the big stone arch and into the Four Oaks lane.

Something going on, Washington said.

We walked faster. The huge trees spread their black arms out across the snowy yard where three or four wagons were parked helter skelter, mules and horses stamping their feet in the snow. People stood on the porch. A man drank from a bottle then put it back in his pocket and stared at us. Spencer stood out in the sideyard all wild-haired and wild-eyed smoking a cigarette. We went over there.

Spence, I said. Whats wrong? What is happening? Wheres Rom?

Spence grinned his big grin at us. Miss Marie up and died in the night, he said, and now Miss Mitty gone too.

What? Victoria and I looked at each other.

You going to eat that? Spence was looking at the food we carried.

Come on, I said. We went over to the porch and climbed up the steps and walked through the people. Two rough looking men in black coats and hats were trying to talk to Susie through a crack in the door. One of them waved a sheet of paper.

Yankees, Victoria said into my ear.

You will have to speak to Mister Junius Hall, he owns this place now Susie was saying. She had big dark circles under her eyes.

I am telling you, I now own this property! said the fat one with the mustache.

You will have to leave now, Susie said.

Madam, if you will allow us to come inside for a moment—

At that point Spencer picked the man up like he was a stick of firewood and threw him off the porch into the yard where he landed all spraddled out like a child playing angels in the snow.

I am hurt! I am hurt! he cried, then cut loose in a string of language such as I have never heard. Everybody moved over to the edge of the porch to get a look at him. The other man walked down into the yard.

Why good Lord, looky here at you children, where did you come from? Get on in the house, Susie said. We went in with Spence following us all the way back to the big warm kitchen where Susie put the pot on the stove and we sat down and Spence started eating the quail one after the other.

What he had said was true, all of it. Mama Marie had died in her sleep with her Bible in her hand and a smile on her face. Nobody could have gone more peacefully, Susie said, adding that somehow Aunt Mitty had known it, that she had got up in the night and gone upstairs and got on the bed beside Mama Marie to keep her warm as she was passing. When Susie came into the bedroom in the morning, Aunt Mitty got up, straightened her nightdress, then kissed Mama Marie on the mouth. Good bye Marie, Aunt Mitty said. Then she went back downstairs and took a little sponge bath and dressed herself in her good black bombazine dress, calling Susie in to put up her hair. By then, Susie said, Mrs. Goodnight and two other women had already arrived to start laying out Mama Marie.

Susie gave Spence a bowl of the squirrel stew.

Now Mrs. Goodnight appeared in the kitchen door. Miss Marie is ready, she said. Mrs. Goodnight is a thin sour looking woman with moles on her face.

I did not want to see Mama Marie. I have already seen enough dead people to last me the rest of my life. But it was clear that we had to. So we all got up and followed Susie straight back into the hall and up the stairs and into Mama Maries bedroom where she lay with her hands folded together as if in prayer. Now Mama Marie herself had gone off to the world of light. Susie started crying.

Dont she look nice? Mrs. Goodnight said.

Susie put her hand over her mouth and turned away stumbling, Spence caught her before she fell. We went back downstairs where Mrs. Goodnight set Victoria and me to lighting lamps in the parlor. Then Spence and Rom carried Mama Marie down there on a board and placed her between two straightback chairs.

And how is your dear uncle? A woman who used to be Fannies friend was pinching my arm.

Come on, I told Victoria.

Aunt Mittys door stood open as always. A big fat woman named Maude Lear was telling the tale— how Miss Mitty had got all dressed up, how she had said, Ashes to ashes, dust to dust, then climbed into her coffin. Well I knowed better than to try and stop her, Maude Lear said. She laid herself down in that coffin and said Maude, come over here and fix my dress, and so I fixed it, and then I got up my nerve and I ast her, Miss Mitty do you expect to see God?

I expect to see Marie, she said, but we shall see what we shall see.

She closed her eyes and died within a hour, bless God. Maude Lears voice and her chins were quivering. We went over to the coffin to look at Aunt Mitty whose mouth turned down like a shovel as in life. She wore the black dress and her accustomed lace cap which looked sillier than ever above her stern dead face.

All of a sudden I got tickled. Lets go. I jabbed Victoria. We did not go back into the parlor, but grabbed our coats from the kitchen where we found Washington. The three of us set off fairly running through the woods.

Selena met us at the door. Before we could say a word, she told us that we had just missed Julia who had arrived after all with her fiancé, an older man very stuck up and wearing a bowler hat which he never even took off his head. They had not received my letter. Julia was real mean about everything that had happened at Agate Hill, and did not have any appreciation at all for what good care Selena was taking of her father. Harsh words were exchanged. Julia and her fiancé had left within an hour of their arrival, taking little Junius with them.

What? Everything went black for a minute as I sank down upon the cold stone steps of the piazza. Did she say anything about me? I asked. I did not say, Didnt she ask for me too?

She brought you all some oranges, Selena said. But that so-called fiancé of hers was egging her on, I swear I would rather be horsewhipped than marry that one. You get up from there now Molly. It is cold as a witches tit out here. Get on in the house.

So I did, and then Victoria and me told her everything else.

She stared at us open-mouthed. Well honey, she said, there is not a goddamn thing I can do about any of it. You better go in there and tell Junius, which I did, though the medication keeps him so dreamy now it is hard to tell if he takes things in or not.

I was feeling light headed myself by the time I finally got back to the kitchen. Liddy had left the stew still warm on the stove. The wooden box of oranges sat beside it. I got some stew and ate it all alone at the big pine table which used to hold ten or twelve of us, negro and white alike. A low fire burned in the hearth so that points of light gleamed from the hanging pots, and shadows flickered on the old brick walls. I finished the stew and got an orange from the box.

Suddenly I remembered it was Christmas. And now it was almost time for all the animals to kneel in prayer as they did in the stable so long ago, Fannie used to tell us the story. If I got up and went down to the barn right now, would I find Buck and Bill on their knobby old knees in prayer? I did not think so. I thought of the baby Jesus born in the stable and then I remembered Mamma telling about some family back in South Carolina who had so many children to die that they didnt even name them when they were born, they waited to see if they would live until their first birthday. They called all of them Captain, Mama said. But the baby Jesus was Jesus right from the beginning and everybody knew it. I started peeling the orange. The white stuff makes my nose wrinkle.

Actually I like the baby Jesus better than I like the grownup Jesus whose eye is on the sparrow and I know he watcheth me. Aunt Mitty said, You have an eternal soul, Molly, whether you want it or not. I hate that. This makes Jesus seem to me like a sharpshooter in Wade Hamptons army, moving from tree to tree with his rifle aimed at me.

The orange exploded with sweetness in my mouth.
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January 13, 1873

Dear Diary,

We did not go back to Four Oaks. There will be a funeral later for Mama Marie and Aunt Mitty when it thaws and the minister can come. As for now they are froze in their caskets out there in the little tobacco barn with Rom and Spence to watch over them. Susie disappeared from the house leaving a note which I had to read aloud to Uncle Junius. She said that she had been well provided for thanks to Aunt Mitty, and that she would pray for us all. Selena sniffed. I am certainly glad SOMEBODY has been provided for, she said. Selenas baby is starting to show now. I put the note into Uncle Junius hand but he dropped it onto the counterpane. His eyes are like old milkglass when he opens them, but mostly he sleeps. Liddy boils chicken to make him a hearty broth though he has nearly quit eating. He sleeps, and Selena sleeps, or else she paces, I can hear her in the night. Sometimes she takes Uncle Junius medicine herself, to help her rest. Sometimes she talks to herself. Those men in the black coats have come here twice now. Victoria is planning to run away with Declan Moylan whenever he gets a horse. Victoria and me work like dogs and sometimes we play games but whenever I look in her eyes I can tell, she is already gone. In the interests of phenomena she has showed me her breasts which have gotten bigger. But guess what Dear Diary? Now I am getting some too.
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January 18, 1873

Dear Diary,

It is nothing but snow and work here now. This is the coldest winter that anybody can remember. Since Godfrey lies sick it is my job to go to the well for water and when I drop the bucket down, it breaks the ice every time. So I must go often in order to keep it broke up, Washington does this at night. Let me go for Molly, he said this morning, but Selena made him chop more wood instead as there is no one else to do it. The springhouse trough has already froze and quit running down in the cellar.

At least I get to wear Julias old green boots now, I found them up here in the closet. Victoria tried to take them but Selena gave them to me since Victoria refuses to work outside. Selena slapped her yesterday.
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January 21, 1873

Dear Diary,

Selena doses Godfrey up with whisky and honey which does not help, you can hear him coughing all over the house. For years I have wished he would die but now I am not so sure as it seems he might. He will burn in Hell for sure if there is one. But I am so cold right now as I sit here writing that Hell sounds pretty good.

I put socks on my hands for gloves but they are cracked and bleeding anyhow. Liddy rubs them with lard. My face is as red and rough as a cob I can not write my hands are too cold This is my blood on this page

It is snowing again
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January 25, 1873

Snowing and Snowing

Dear Diary,

Washington and me played checkers in front of the hearth in the kitchen while Liddy baked sweet potatoes in the coals. Selena did not mind, she came in and smiled and touched my head. Her face is very thin now but all of a sudden I see that she is beautiful, in the way of La Belle Dame Sans Merci in Mary Whites book which is gone. This is a poem which I am forgetting already. But it is hard for me to read now anyway, for some reason I can not keep my mind on the page. I dont know what is wrong with me.
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January 30, 1873

Dear Diary,

For once I have some good news! Spence and Rom came with a load of wood and some food stuffs from Four Oaks, so Liddy fried pork chops and eggs before they left and we all ate so much we could not move and Spence played Liza Jane on his harmonica for Uncle Junius who never opened his eyes. I wonder if Spence even knows Uncle Junius is his father. Cant he remember riding his pony Silver Shoes and learning his lessons with Fannie? Cant he remember anything? Sometimes I think, which is worse? To remember nothing or to remember too much, like me? Rom is a skinny mean looking negro man with scars on his cheeks, he used to be the slave driver. But he is devoted to Spencer and sometimes he plays the banjo along with him.

I hated to see them go, watching from the parlor window as they drove their wagon off into a landscape so gray that you couldnt tell the land from the sky. My breath made ice on the inside of the pane.
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February 3, 1873

Where is he? Selena stood in the kitchen drinking coffee, her hands shook so bad that the coffee splashed onto the floor.

She means Doctor Lambeth, who has not come for days.

Nevermind. Here now. You have got to eat, Liddy said. She dished up a plate of fried potatoes and bacon and put it on the table. Sit down. Liddy is small and quiet but she will boss anybody, even Selena, if she takes a mind to.

Selena sat down and picked up the fork then looked away. Oh Liddy I cant do it, she said.

Liddy said, How you think that baby is going to eat?

I dont care. I cant understand where he is, Selena said. Junius will die without his medicine.

Liddy looked at her. Mister Junius going to die anyway, she said.

Then Selena twisted around to grab Liddys skirt. Send Washington, she said.

But Liddy shook her head. Its too bad out. Look how dark it is out that window.

Washington has got to go right now, Selena said.

Finally even Liddy could tell it was no use talking to her about it.

So Selena ate her breakfast and Washington left for Hillsborough in a sleeting rain and now it is night and he has not got back yet.
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February 4, 1873

Dear Diary,

The worst has happened, the well has froze. Now I must go to the spring in the woods and break the ice to get the water. Yesterday I got so tired on my last trip out there that I sat down to rest for a minute before starting back. The buckets get so heavy when they are full. I lay back in the snow underneath that big pine tree which makes the nicest sound, like it is sighing or singing a lullaby just for me. It was so quiet and peaceful in the snow that I might have gone to sleep for a while but woke to see a fairy sitting on the bough just above my head. His face was dark and pointed, his little cap was red. Wake up Molly Petree, he said in his high chirping voice. Go home. He pointed his green gloved finger straight at me. Then he lifted off. His wings beat the air to a silvery blur. It was almost dark but he shone like a star as he disappeared into the tree. I got up from the snow and hoisted my buckets and headed home.

Washington has not returned, may be he never will.
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February 5, 1873

Dear Diary,

I can scarce write this, it is not that I am cold but exited!

I was coming down the little stairs this morning when someone pulled the doorbell, giving me a terrible fright, for who could it be? Our bell has not rung in months.

Molly stop. Dont open it. Selena stuck her head out of Uncle Junius room.

My heart bumped in my chest as I disobeyed and ran to throw the latch. I thought it must be something terrible, something about Washington. The hanging negro turned on the rope in my mind.

A tall man dressed all in black stood on the wide stone step of the piazza. His big black hat and his mustache were frosted with crystals of ice, his breath made a cloud in the air. Beyond him through the chilly fog I could barely see —thank God!—Washington out there hitching up a huge gray horse to the post.

The mans eyes were deepset and dark, his brow jet black though his beard was shot through with gray. He did not smile, but stared at me intently.

I am looking for Miss Molly Petree, he said.

I am Molly Petree. I took a deep breath and stood up tall.

Of course you are. You look just like your mother.

I do not, I said.

You do. He looked me up and down as if to memorize me. Allow me to introduce myself. I am —

I know who you are. A deep thrill passed through me.

For Diary dont you remember this photograph of my daddy with Simon Black, the boy he went to war with? See, here he is, this rough looking dark-haired boy with the stern face and the piercing black eyes, he is the very opposite of my fair and handsome father. Here he is. He too was born and grew up on the place at Perdido where his father was the blacksmith and farrier, a trade Simon Black took into the war and followed until they made him a scout, for he could out ride anybody. I knew all these things.

I knew him too. Immediately.

Selena stood in the door. For once she appeared speechless.

Selena this is Simon Black, I said. My fathers best friend from childhood.

Selena inclined her head with her wrapper clutched at her throat, she scarcely even bothers to dress these days.

Pleased to meet you, said Simon Black. I bring you news from town. First, I am sorry to say that Doctor Lambeth is ill. But after a fortunate encounter with young Washington, I have taken the liberty of delivering this medication to Mister Hall myself. He produced the vial from a pocket deep in his long dark coat and handed it to Selena.

Ah. A change came over her face. Well hello there, she said, as if she knew him. Please come in, Mister Black.

Thank you. He came inside the house and closed the door behind him. I stepped back. I was wearing some old woolen trousers that had belonged to one of the dead boys.

Welcome to Agate Hill. Selena had recovered her manners.

Thank you, he said, taking off his hat. Actually I had the pleasure of visiting here twice previously during the last year of the War, with Mollys father. He looked around. Suddenly I was aware of all the mud and mess in the hall. But Simon Black went on, Now I find Agate Hill . . . diminished. But you must pardon me. I am not a civilized man, and I have been out of this country for many years now. He cleared his throat. Well. I should like to see Junius, he said.

He is so ill. We are not —, Selena said.

It is very important.

To my surprise, Selena stood aside.

Simon Black entered the smelly room with me trailing behind though Selena grabbed my arm and pinched it. Stay, she said, but I would not have stayed if my life depended on it. A low lamp burned, and the spirit lamp hissed in the corner. Simon Black dumped a pile of clothes off a ladderback chair and pulled it over next to the bed where Uncle Junius lay twisted to the side breathing open-mouthed while his arm hung down to the floor. May be he has already died, I thought, but then Simon Black got up close to his face and said, Junius.

Uncle Junius dark eyelids fluttered.

Selena came closer.

Junius, Simon Black said.

Uncle Junius opened his milky eyes.

You know who I am, Simon Black said.

Uncle Junius eyes seemed to change somehow though still he did not speak.

Good. I am sorry to find you like this Junius. And I am sorry it has taken me all these years to get here despite the promise I made to Charlie so long ago, after the battle at Bentonville. I should have come to you sooner. I should have come to you then. I should have done many other things as well. But the fact is that I was sick, sick unto death of this poor bloody and broken land. I needed more room. I had to get out of this sad old history. So I did not look back, and I swore I would never come back either. But recently I had a —tragedy— and I have undergone a change, and I am here to fulfill my obligation to Charles Petree, for in fact I owe him this life which I do not much want yet can not get rid of either.

This strange speech sounded like something in a play, like something Simon Black had been planning to say for a long time. After delivering it, he fell silent.

They thought you was dead too, Selena said after a while.

He gave a short laugh. Perhaps I was dead, he said. Perhaps I am dead still. But the fact is that I never surrendered with the others at the Bennett farm house, I rode off from there headed for points south where I have remained ever since. And now I am too late. She is gone.

Who? Selena asked.

Why, Alice. Alice, of course.

The way he said my mothers name gave me a chill.

I am too late for Alice, yet not for Molly. He turned to look at me, then addressed Selena. Clearly you are all in some distress here. Perhaps I could lighten your burden by taking charge of Molly and—

Dear Diary I can not say how I felt at this moment, so furious and scared to death with my heart beating hard in my chest. I could scarcely breathe.

But Uncle Junius hand flapped back and forth against the bed like a chicken with its head cut off. Get out of here Simon, he said finally. By God I am not dead yet.

You heard my husband, Selena said. He is Mollys guardian.

Simon Black turned to look at her. I always respected Junius Hall, he said. Yet I gave Charlie my word as well. He stood up and put his hat back on. He seemed to fill the room. He inclined his head to Selena then strode across the floor, silver spurs clanking, to pause before me. Molly I am pleased to make your acquaintance at last, he said.

I said nothing, for I was terrified.

Good bye then, he said from the door before he closed it.

Well I never, Selena said.

Uncle Junius made a terrible gurgling sound from the bed as a dark liquid flowed down the corner of his mouth. Selena rushed forward. Get Liddy, she said.
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April 16, 1873

Dear Diary,

I am so sorry I have not written for so long, my mind goes around and around so fast now that all is a blur I can not slow it down long enough to put pen to paper.

But I will try. I will try.

Uncle Junius died.

Uncle Junius died, and the next thing I remember, we were all riding out to Four Oaks. We had got dressed up as best we could, it was Godfrey and Blanche, Victoria and me and Selena and Liddy all jammed into the carriage, Washington driving. Selena wore Fannies black hat with a veil and Fannies black velvet evening cloak to hide the baby. Victorias dress was too small while Blanches was too large. I wore one of Fannies dresses too, I am big enough now for ladys clothes though I hate to wear them.

I rode with Godfreys knee jabbed into my back but did not say a word. I felt that if I spoke, I might explode and blow away in dust along the roadside, never to be seen again.

It felt so odd to be going to Four Oaks by road instead of through the woods, it was like a journey to a strange new place. It was sunny and cold. We bounced in the deep muddy ruts, Selena gritting her teeth. The casket bounced in the wagon ahead while Rom drove and Spence waved at everybody.

Look. Victoria punched me and pointed and I turned back to see the Bledsoes coming in a carriage behind us and somebody else in a wagon behind them. By the time we got to the big public road there were others behind us too, and people lining the road all along the privet hedge and the old stone arch and the lane, holding their hats in their hands. It was the whole countryside negro and white turned out for Uncle Junius. But I couldnt tell who they were because we were driving straight into the sun and now I was crying so their faces were all a blur to me, as blank as the face of Robert E. Lee my man doll.

We got out and went up onto the porch. To my surprise there were Julia and Rachel, crying and hugging and kissing everybody including me, but not Selena. No one spoke to Selena. She stood apart holding Blanches and Godfreys hands, chewing the inside of her cheek.

A new minister Mister Ricketts spoke the words but I did not listen, instead looking out at Uncle Junius coffin which lay on a bier in the yard and remembering how Mary White and me played dolls in the roots of those oaks only last summer which seems like another lifetime or like it was some other girl who did that, who laughed and played so free.

Amen, Mister Ricketts said. Then all sang Amazing Grace led by Julias pure piercing voice.



Amazing grace, how sweet the sound

That saved a wretch like me!

I once was lost, but now am found

Was blind but now I see.



I do not believe that Uncle Junius is now found, and I do not think he believed it either.

The pallbearers were Spence and Rom and some of Uncle Junius and Aunt Fannies former slaves including Big John who used to lead us around on Spencers old pony. They took up the bier and walked down the old farm road and across the Big Field and up the rise where all are buried, my entire ghost family, with Mama Marie and Aunt Mitty lying close together beneath their pile of new red dirt. A marble spire points up to the blue sky on top of the rise just beyond them, that is Big Papas marker. Old Ben stood leaning on his shovel by the open grave which was next to Fannies. I looked at Selena but she stared straight ahead with her face working. Now the Masons took over, Mister Ogilvie and Mister Short from town in their outfits saying words which were very strange. They threw shovels full of dirt on Uncle Junius coffin. Then Spence grabbed the shovel digging with a fury while ladys wept and a chilly breeze swept over us, blowing my hair.

Look, Godfrey said, pointing up. Buzzards.

They are coming for you! I said to scare him, but actually I think it is me. Then all of a sudden I looked down and noticed that I cast no shadow Dear Diary none. So may be I really am a ghost girl all ready.

I ran ahead, I couldnt wait to get out of there.

Molly, Molly! Rachel called me from the yard, but I acted like I didnt hear her. I got back into the carriage. Giddy up, Washington said. Selena cried all the way back to Agate Hill, turning once to me to say, Well you know I loved him. I did not know what to say. I had loved him too.

Then at Agate Hill there was an uproar for while we had been gone to the funeral, Julias fiance had come with some men and a wagon and taken the silver and lots of other things as reported by Selenas blond friend Sadie who ran out to tell us. She had been there but unable to stop them.

What do I care? Selena threw back her head. I swear I dont give a damn, lets go have a drink then. They went on in the house.

That left me to stand by myself in the full sun blinking and looking down at the new green grass in the yard. For the life of me, I could not think what to do next.

Finally I went in the house too where all was a wreck and Selenas friend the magistrate gave me and Victoria some little glasses of whisky and laughed when it made us cry. You will have to do better than that, girls, he said giving us more.

[image: image]

April 25, 1873

Dear Diary,

Victoria has left with Declan Moylan, they did not even sneak off. Instead he came straight to the house with an old horse and wagon he got from someplace. Victoria came out with her things in a poke and he boosted her up, then sprang up himself. Bye Sissy, Blanche called out in a little voice. Declan Moylans hair shone red as a candle flame. Selena stood behind me watching with her belly pushing against my back and her fingers digging into my shoulder, then said Shit shit shit and went into the house with Doctor Lambeth who lives here now drunk as a Lord.
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May 8, 1873

Godfrey was the one who told me first, he loves to bring bad news. Liddy and Washington are going away, he said this morning when I got up and went down into the passage. Mama gave them a cart and a mule.

That is not true, you are lying. I flew through the passage out the door and into the kitchen where the coffee pot sat on the stove as it does every day and biscuits were in the old pan under the red checkered cloth same as always. Liar liar pants on fire! I grabbed two biscuits and ran out the door to their cabin the dew was all cold on my feet.

But sure enough there was Washington loading up the old cart, Buck tied to the hackberry tree.

See stupid? Godfrey was panting along right behind me and I whirled to hit him but missed and he ran off laughing.

Washington stood in the door with his arms full. I was just coming over there to find you, he said.

But all of a sudden I was hitting him hard as I could. Damn you damn you damn you, I said like Selena. I knew he had known for days.

Washington dropped his bundles which fell all over the place, one quilt rolled out on the grass. He stood there and let me hit him until I got tired of it. Oh Molly he said. He gripped my arms at the elbow. I was crying. Come here, he said. Come on in. He held the indigo cloth aside for me to go into their cabin where I had not been since long ago with Fannie when someone was sick. Though it was dark inside with no window it did not have a negro smell as people always said but smelled sweet and fresh. Liddy had cleaned it for leaving even though no one would care, no one but me would ever know it. That is how she was.

Liddy was over in the corner doing something. She did not turn when we came in. Elijah, she said. Bring me a light over here.

Washington let go of me. He stuck a little piece of kindling into the fireplace coals, then blew on it till it flared up and I could see his gray eyes. He took it over to his mother and lit the tallow candle she gave him.

What did she call you? I asked.

Elijah, he said. It is my real name, Washington my slave name, give to me by your Uncle Junius.

But its a good name, isnt it? I said. Dont you like it? Its the president of our country after all.

Not my country, Washington said.

I could not have been more surprised if the heavens had opened up and the angel Gabriel appeared as in that song that Liddy sings.

I tell you what, she said to Washington, you let me hold the light, and you dig in the wall. Dig right here. She had already chipped a hole in it.

What are you all doing? I went over to the corner and watched while Washington dug into the wall.

All of a sudden I had an idea. What if I hold that door cloth up so we can get some more light in here? I said.

Liddy said, Just go ahead and rip it down Molly, we taking it with us anyway. After I did this, things went along better.

Washington was scooping out old stuff that looked like dirt.

What is that? I asked.

Thats the old mortar, Liddy said. They made it right here on the place, out of sand and water and hogs hair, thats what keeps it together.

I stepped back so as not to touch it piling up on the floor. Uncle Junius always had floors put in the cabins because he thought it kept the negros from getting malaria. He was good, I thought, he was. But I knew it was awful anyway. Uncle Junius always said so himself.

Here, Washington said, pulling out a small wooden box that rattled when he shook it.

Liddy snatched it away.

What is it? I came closer to see.

Liddy opened the top and emptied the box out onto her palm while Washington held the candle right there. It was a pile of shiny little shells— six or seven of them. Liddy sucked in her breath and said something I could not understand. The shells glowed like pearls in her hand. Their tops were rounded like snail shells or like the dinner rolls that Liddy used to make for company so long ago. The bottom of each shell had two rows of teeth, almost like a little open mouth.

From Africa, Liddy said.

I grabbed one. It felt solid and warm and good in my hand, like a little rock. Can I have it? I asked, for suddenly I wanted it the most in the world.

No. Liddy did not look at me. She took the shell from me then one by one she put them all back in the box and closed the top.

I was too upset to say anything.

Mama. Come on, we got to go before she change her mind. You know how Miss Selena is, Washington said from the door.

Wait. Where are you going? What will you live on? I followed him out.

Looky here. Washington held up a solid gold piece which shone in the sun.

I couldnt believe it. Where did you get that?

He grinned. Mister Simon Black done give it to me for bringing him out here that day. He say I am going to need it sometime. Now Mama come on!

Selena came out of the big house shading her eyes from the sun. Get a move on then, she called. Get out of here. Molly you come on.

Washington helped his mother into the cart where she sat on top of their piled up things with all the dignity of a born lady. She still didnt look at me. He made that clicking noise and moved the reins and Buck pricked his ears up. Then Oh Molly I almost forgot! Washington bent over and grabbed something up and threw it at me. Catch!

It was the bag of marbles. I caught it with both hands. Good bye Liddy, good bye Elijah, I called.

What? What did you say? What did he give you? Selena asked.

But they had already gone off into the sunny day leaving me stuck here as in a Tableau Vivant forever.
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June 4, 1873

Dear Diary,

The big news is, Doctor Lambeths two sons have come out here with a servant and rough language and taken him away. They put Doctor Lambeth into a wagon and hauled him off to a sanitarium. Well that is all right, Selena said, though he had his uses. The problem with a man is, you think you want one but then you get him and then you dont. Remember that Molly.

But now she has already got another one.
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June 11, 1873

Dear Diary,

We have lost Four Oaks.

So Spence and Rom are back on this place now which is good for they are a big help but Selenas new friend came to visit and has not left, I do not like him, no one likes him, his name is Nicky Eck.

[image: image]

June 13, 1873

More about Nicky Eck

He is a smooth-talking smooth-haired traveling man who showed up at the door, Selena knows him from someplace. He has white-white teeth and a rosy mouth like a bow, like a girl. He wears checkered shirts and red suspenders and two-tone shoes. I do not like him. His eyelids seem always to shade his eyes, you cant tell what he is thinking, nor will he give a straight answer to anything. When I asked him where he is from, he said Not from around here thats for sure and when I asked him what he does he said he represents a line of notions but he would not say what kind, nor any more about it. He said, What is this Missy, the Inquisition?

What is that? Selena asked, but I knew. I know about the Inquisition and the French Revolution and the Leaning Tower of Pisa and many more things which mean nothing now though once I thought they did once I thought oh nevermind I do not like Nicky Eck I do not like the way he calls me Missy and follows me around with those hooded eyes it makes me feel funny. But Selena likes him. She has cheered up considerable in his company.

It is getting hot already. I cooked up some greens from the garden Spencer planted, I am not a bad cook either. You would be surprised! I am helping Selena in the kitchen, she is so big now. I reckon I learned a lot from watching Liddy without even knowing it. Everybody eats in the kitchen whenever they want to, whatever they can find. Meals are gone now. Many things are gone from the house too and more are disappearing all the time it seems to me. I think Nicky Eck takes them when he goes off for a day or so though I can not keep track, I am so tired. Nor do I care. He brings presents back for Selena such as sweet-smelling soap, a silver barrette, and stockings. Nothing for us and nothing for the baby. He follows me with his eyes. I do not know if Nicky Eck is a Yankee or not which seems likely but some of them are nice anyway and Nicky Eck is not nice, he is something much worse than a Yankee it seems to me. Agate Hill looks like the Yankees have been here but it was not even the Yankees, it was us.

[image: image]

June 21, 1873

Oh Diary,

Something else is happening now I can not stop it nor do I want to, it is Nicky Eck touching me up under my clothes first my breasts when he came upon me in the passage last night with no one present then again in the kitchen this morning where I worked at the stove he came up from behind and pushed himself against me I could feel him through my skirt I dropped an egg I can not tell you how I feel I can tell no one but it is the opposite of ghosts, that is for sure! He breathed in my ear, it sent shivers all down my body, I have thought about it all day long. He said, You like that dont you darling. No one has ever called me darling before as in a poem but I hate it, I hate Nicky Eck. Stop it! I am going to tell Selena, I said, but he said, No you wont, you wont tell Selena or anybody else. And he is right. I will not.

Now he is gone again. I took Blanche and Godfrey down to the river today where we made a dam in the shallows by the Willow House and I showed them how to sail magnolia leaf boats. It was a lot of fun but I didnt tell them anything not about the Willow House itself nor the people who live there nor the fairy ring which is gone from the woods now nor anything else that me and Mary White used to do. And all the time my mind was spinning above my head as it is doing right now. Nicky Eck has three moles on his cheek. He says, You like that dont you darling? You are a bad girl. He stood on the upper piazza watching us walk back up the lane from the river, I knew my shirt was sticking to my chest. Nicky Eck smoked a cigarette saying nothing.

[image: image]

June 25, 1873

Dear Diary,

I am hiding up here from Nicky Eck, it is the only place in the world he can not find me. It is real hot. I have been in here for a long time. But I dont care how hot it gets I will not come out. I am considering the items in my collection of phenomena one by one, I love to do this, but most of all I am remembering. I am remembering everything.

Today I turned back to read the beginning of this Diary in which Nora Gwyn urged me to set down upon these pages your own memories of your lovely mother and your brave father, and of your three brothers as well, and of all that has befallen you. Well I see that I have not done this exactly, I have not written about them so much, but now I will do so, for they are stuck in time as I am stuck in here so I will write some Tableaux Vivants for my family too.

Mamma

Mamma sits on a rock by a campfire deep in the swamp holding me. I am very little. It is nearly midnight. She left Perdido the night before under cover of darkness ahead of the Yankees, rumors were flying, slaves turning on their masters. Mamma is trying to get to Columbia, to cousin Sudies house in town. Everything she has is in the wagon pulled up into the oak grove hidden by bushes and hanging moss. It is dangerous to have even this little fire built by Virgil. Mamma is on the very verge of starvation! as she will tell me again and again but then Virgil catches three fish which twist flashing silver in the moonlight and Bess fries them up in the skillet right there over the open fire. Nothing has ever tasted so good, it was the most delicious supper I have ever eaten in my_entire life, why that was the sweetest fish, she will say, telling me how she picked out the bones and mashed up little bites for me, how much I loved it too. As we eat we can hear the bullfrogs and the peepers and now and then a splash out in the lagoon which gives us all a start and then later, toward morning, the hoot owls way back in the trees.

Bess brushes Mammas hair with my grandmothers silver brush. It has fancy initials engraved on it ELH for Eleanor Logan Heart, I used to trace them over and over with my finger. Mama was determined to bring that brush and the French pier glass mirror with her at all costs. Bess brushes Mammas hair which is long and honey colored, stroke after stroke. Mammas curls spring up from the brush. It has all come down during the journey. My hair is just a rats nest! Mamma says. There now honey, Bess says brushing and brushing to calm Mamma down. Mamma has always been kindly nervous. She has never brushed her own hair. The moonlight shines on the silver brush and on Mammas hair, it makes a shining path straight to us across the still water of the lagoon.

This is the most beautiful night Mamma has ever seen. She does not sleep a wink, not a wink! her heart is too full of fear and a strange excitement, she can not describe it. For so long she has been confined by the duties of her station and an indescribable longing for something she knew not what. But now, anything could happen to her. Anything. My mamma will remember this night forever, the sweet sweet taste of that fish and the moonlight on the water, she will tell it again and again.

Papa

Papa is Captain of Company C the Edgefield Hussars who form up in front of the Planters Hotel on the public square the glorious morning of June 6, 1861, before they ride off to join Hamptons Legion. Papa wears a red jacket and a white plume, he rides his great black stallion Beau who will be shot out from under him at Brandy Station. Papas long yellow hair falls down past his ears. He is a vain and quick-tempered man with a certain lack of judgment, yet great charm, in the words of Aunt Mitty who had no use for glory or charm either one. Papa has a handsome reckless face. He sits his horse like a cavalier. He has lived here all his life, man and boy, he has scarcely been out of this state. Everyone in town is there to see them off including a lovely array of beautiful women, as it says right here in this clipping. There is food and music and flags waving.

Captain M. C. Butler says Ladys and Fellow Countrymen. In these ranks many of you have sweethearts, brothers, and husbands, and we go to the tented fields in the defense of our homes and fireside against the invasion of the hireling foe. We will go to the front remembering that we are all Carolinians, and we will return as honored soldiers or fill a soldiers grave. It is ours to act and not to speak. You will hear from us! Farewell!

Papas heart is swelling. It is the moment he has longed for all his life, for he is a famous horseman and the best shot in the county. He would not miss this war for anything. Later in camp he will write a poem named The Tented Field which will be printed in newspapers all over the country including the Edgefield Examiner then clipped and folded and carefully saved in Mammas lavender silk purse along with all these other clippings I have here now in my collection of phenomena. Papa will be shot through the ear at Pocataligo, wounded in the leg by a minié ball at Hawes Shop, and finally killed at Bentonville where he will be blown to smithereens by a bursting shell then gathered up in pieces and buried beneath a green willow tree as in a ballad. He would have liked that, Uncle Junius said. Bloody symbolic fool.

Willie

Willie sits up on a pillow at the table for Sunday dinner at Agate Hill. He is small for his age but very grown up in other ways, he cocks his head to listen like a little bird. Uncle Junius calls him the Judge. Willie has a high solemn forehead and round blue eyes and long yellow curls, no one can bear to cut them. This is as old as he will get. He looks like an angel already.

Spencer brought him a little black puppy found on the side of the road. Why how in the world will we feed it? Fannie said. We cant even feed the people on this place! But then she relented of course and now the puppy follows him everywhere. Willie has named him John.

I just never heard of a dog named John, Julia said. Why dont you name him Midnight or Blacky or something like that?

His name is John, Willie said. He was BORN John which tickled everybody.

Now Willie has been sick and he is very thin while John grows bigger and bigger. I am the only one who knows that Willie is feeding John his own food under the table.

•  •  •

[image: image]

June 27, 1873

Dear Diary,

I just realized that May 20 my birthday has come and gone so I will not have it this year of our Lord nor ever again no one knows it but me anyway, no one will ever remember it. So I will be like a slave, they have no birthdays either, all their birthdays are January first, that was market day too. It will be my birthday from now on.

[image: image]

July 2, 1873

Dear Diary,

This is the last time I will ever be here in my cubbyhole the last time I will gaze at the world through my chink in the wall or sit in this little chair or consider my collection of phenomena or write in this book given to me by nice Nora Gwyn who would die to know what has become of me, so would Fannie. They seem like ladys in a story to me now.

Here is what happened.

Selena sent me to the barn to look for eggs yesterday morning. I am the best at finding them but while I was in there Nicky Eck came I guess he followed me and pushed me down in the straw and did the things he does to me but do not worry Dear Diary for I was not really there anyway I was up in the hayloft looking down and thinking Why look at that! When in came Spence with a pitchfork he stuck it into Nicky Eck making a row of bloody little holes all up and down his back which has moles on it too. It was comickal but horrible at the same time. Nicky Eck did not die of course but screamed like a pig and ran out of the barn then Spence was carrying me like he used to do when I was little and we played Take a Trip and then we were back up at Agate Hill where, guess what?

Surprise! Simon Black had arrived in a carriage with a brown-haired young lady wearing spectacles. He helped her down then stood in the lane with his black hat in his hands and the sun beating down on us all and said very formal-like, Good morning Molly Petree, allow me to introduce Miss Agnes Rutherford, a teacher at Gatewood Academy which you will be attending immediately, as ordered by Judge Draper, for you are now a ward of the court. I have the papers right here. It is all arranged.

But the young lady rushed forward and said, Why good heavens Mister Black, something is terribly the matter here, just as Nicky Eck burst out of the woods and Selena began to scream.

So I will be going away now Dear Diary.

I will be going to the Gatewood Academy.

I do not care that the fairy ring is gone from the woods now I do not care that I am leaving my ghosts I am such a bad girl I do not care about anything

Notes from Tuscany

INFANT CATECHISM

[Is this depressing or what? —TM]

Q. Who made you?

A. God

Q. Of what did he make you?

A. Dust

Q. For what were you made?

A. To be good

Q. Where do good children go?

A. They go to heaven when they die.

Q. Where do bad children go?

A. They go to hell.

Q. Who loves good children?

A. God, and all good people

Q. Who loves bad children?

A. The Devil

Q. Who died to redeem you?

A. Jesus Christ

Q. Should you not love Jesus?

A. Yes, with all my heart

WYNKEN, BLYNKEN, AND NOD

Eugene Field

Wynken, Blynken, and Nod one night

Sailed off in a wooden shoe,—

Sailed on a river of crystal light

Into a sea of dew.

“Where are you going, and what do you wish?”

The old moon asked the three.

“We have come to fish for the herring fish

That live in this beautiful sea;

Nets of silver and gold have we!”

Said Wynken,

Blynken,

And Nod.

The old moon laughed and sang a song,

As they rocked in the wooden shoe;

And the wind that sped them all night long

Ruffled the waves of dew.

The little stars were the herring fish

That lived in that beautiful sea—

“Now cast your nets wherever you wish,—

Never afread are we!”

So cried the stars to the fisherman three,

Wynken,

Blynken,

And Nod.

All night long their nets they threw

To the stars in the twinkling foam,—

Then down from the skies came the wooden shoe,

Bringing the fishermen home:

’Twas all so pretty a sail, it seemed

As if it could not be;

And some folk thought ’twas a dream they’d dreamed

Of sailing that beautiful sea;

But I shall name you the fishermen three:

Wynken,

Blynken,

And Nod.

Wynken and Blynken are two little eyes,

And Nod is a little head,

And the wooden shoe that sailed the skies

Is a wee one’s trundle-bed;

So shut your eyes while Mother sings

Of wonderful sights that be,

And you shall see the beautiful things

As you rock in the misty sea

Where the old shoe rocked the fishermen three: —

Wynken,

Blynken,

And Nod.

THE FAIRIES

William Allingham

Up the airy mountain,

Down the rushy glen,

We daren’t go a-hunting,

For fear of little men;

Wee folk, good folk,

Trooping all together;

Green jacket, red cap,

And white owl’s feather!

Down along the rocky shore

Some make their home,

They live on crispy pancakes

Of yellow tide-foam;

Some in the reeds

Of the black mountain-lake,

With frogs for their watch-dogs,

All night awake.

TUSCANY MILLER

30-B Peachtree Court Apts.

1900 Court Blvd.

Atlanta, GA 30039

Hi Dr. F.,

What do you think so far?

Those poems are from Molly’s big Treasury of Children’s Verse which is just falling apart now. And as a matter of fact I think it is pretty depressing too with such scary poems as The Raven and that really sad one about the little toy soldier covered in dust but sturdy and staunch he stands. I would not even read that to a child, I will stick with Dora the Explorer myself if I have any.

Now this section was not even in the box at all. Michael, Ava (Daddy,) and me found it when we went on a field trip up to Lynchburg, Va. looking for Gatewood Academy which is now a part of Liberty University, that is Jerry Falwell’s outfit, you know they are all right-wingers! We took a picnic and drove up there in Michael’s convertible. It was not far at all. Michael wore a sports jacket with his blue jeans while Daddy (Ava) and I wore a nice suit. This was Daddy’s idea because he said they are all big Christians up there. But they were real nice to us and they have saved everything, right down to the household records. Their Library has an entire Gatewood Collection including all of Mariah Snow’s papers which follow. (She was so weird.) On the way back, we stopped for the best picnic on a riverbank, brie cheese and French bread and cherries and champagne. Michael drinks only Dom Perignon.

I have named the next section Paradise Lost, you will soon see why. Keep going, it gets weird now.

Best Wishes from me,
Tuscany
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