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      Fifty-something Promise McNeal is an Atlanta transplant to the western North Carolina mountains with her fiddle-playing lover Daniel and his slightly-Goth daughter, Susan. After Promise's great-grandfather, January McNeal, haunts her dreams, she delves into family history from the early 1900s. When she learns January was accused of grave robbery, she wonders if perhaps the past is best left alone. Then evil comes knocking. Someone burns her barn, and the contractor she hires to rebuild is murdered, almost at her back door.

A second and third fire leads Promise to a mysterious, abandoned little girl. But why would the child start fires? Who killed the contractor? And what does a book about the legendary moonshine outlaw, Lewis Redmond, have to do with the contractor’s murder and her great-grandfather? Before Promise connects the clues, the child disappears into a late March snow, and Promise, Daniel, and Susan race against freezing temperatures to rescue her and uncover a secret worthy of murder.
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The Darkest Hour is Just Before Dawn

The sun is slowly sinkin’

The day is almost gone

Still darkness falls around us

And we must journey on.

The darkest hour is just before dawn

The narrow way leads home

Lay down your soul at Jesus’ feet

The darkest hour is just before dawn.

Like a shepherd out on the mountain

A watchin’ the sheep down below

He’s coming back to claim us

Will you be ready to go?

The darkest hour is just before dawn

The narrow way leads home

Lay down your soul at Jesus’ feet

The darkest hour is just before dawn.

Lyrics, Ralph Stanley and the Clinch

Mountain Boys
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“Wake up, girl. There’s fire on the mountain.”

January McNeal’s plea was a hard whisper on the cold night air. If he had spoken louder the voice would give proof of a lingering Irish lilt, and the soreness of his mouth from the beating delivered by the High Sheriff’s deputy. But he didn’t speak louder. Not yet. He watched the midnight darkness beyond the jail window and held the swelling sound deep in his throat with enough force to bend the bars separating him from his home, wife, and child. By that force, that power, he willed his whispered words to travel time and distance until they fell into the ears of the sleeping Reba. “Git the baby and make for the cave. Hit’s fire you smell. And hit’s coming for you.”

The wind turned, blowing a puff of burning pines into his face and he coughed on the bitter taste. Tears wet the stubble on his unshaven cheeks, stinging cuts left by the deputy’s fists. He pressed his body against the iron bars and stretched his right arm into freedom’s air; then with long fingers extended upward, his voice erupted, loud enough to wake the sleeping drunk sharing his cell.

He commanded into the wind, “And the righteous shall know God, and be delivered from their enemies. Rise up, Oh Israel, and be delivered!” Lightning bull-whipped across the night sky, a cluster of devil claws convulsing along the top of the mountain, illuminating the fire as it marched up the slope, headed for his cabin. Thunder and his animal scream exploded behind the lightning, roiling and shaking the very ground where he stood.

“All right,” I heard myself say to the empty bedroom, as I fought up from the dream. Had I heard thunder? I listened. An incessant, whooping, ear-piercing bark repeated from just beyond the bedroom window. “Whose dog?” I said aloud, and hit the floor with an angry thud. When I opened the shutters and stared into the predawn blackness of the back yard, I didn’t see a barking dog. What I saw was my hay barn burning like the fires of hell, orange and black flames licking skyward, and my goats, Minnie and Pearl, huddled together at the far right of their small pasture.

There was no time to wonder whose dog was barking, and no time to call for help. I felt sure by the time the volunteer fire department navigated the eleven miles of two-lane, twisting, switchback, mountain roads, my hay barn would be left in cinders. I grabbed my dirty jeans and flannel shirt from the clothes hamper and put them on over my nightgown, then ran for my duck boots by the back door. As I stumbled down the porch steps and stood on the gravel walk from the house to the pasture, the cold March air and pumping adrenaline shocked me fully awake. I knew I needed a plan to contain the fire before it spread to the larger goat barn, and my house. How many feet of garden hose did I have? Would my well have enough water to do any good? And where the hell is that damn barking dog? I felt my heart pounding in my chest and blood singing in my ears. A plan? What plan did I have for a fire in the middle of the night? Just do something, my brain was screaming, just do something.

Ignoring the barking, now sounding inches away from me, I rooted around in the azalea beds by the house, came up with the garden hose, turned on the spigot, and pulled the long grey plastic coil with all my strength out toward the orange and black blaze. The hose length stopped just short of the fence. I opened the nozzle all the way out and raised the hose high into the air to maximize the flow. Water carried only as far as the side of the barn. I couldn’t even wet the roof, or the remainder of the structure. Off to my right, my beautiful, frightened goat girls stomped around and circled each other. I called out to them, telling them to stay where they were; they were going to be okay. With all my being, I prayed I spoke the truth.

Tears blurred my vision and I had to wipe my eyes with my left hand, while holding the hose with my right. For all my efforts, the fire curled tight and fierce up into the darkened sky. And still, the barking continued like a hammer striking raw metal at my back. As I pulled the hose one more time to stretch it to the limit, I sensed movement off to my left. Fletcher Enloe, my neighbor and tireless commentator that city folks, like me, don’t belong in the mountains, emerged from the pine thicket separating our houses. A canvas, pork-pie fishing hat squeezed low over his thick gray hair, and his wiry body listed from the weight of a dark roll slung over his shoulder.

“Gol-damit,” he carped, “might know you’d be nar prepared for anything excepting making coffee.” He jerked the garden hose out of my hand with such force that I staggered to keep upright. “Cut off the spigot so I can add this here piece of pipe to yourn.” Uncharacteristically, I didn’t argue with the irascible old man. You could say Fletcher and I have a love-hate relationship. I believe he loves to hate me.

Once Fletcher connected his hose to mine, he climbed over my goat fence like a man of thirty, instead of one somewhere on the down side of seventy, and began soaking the hay barn roof. “Git a hoe and turn up that dry grass into dirt tween the barn and your girls, case this fire means to run along the ground.”

I grabbed a hoe left leaning against the house and made my way into the pasture to dig a break separating the fire from the goats. Fletcher has at least twenty years on me. Nevertheless, I did not scale the fence. I let myself into the pasture by the farm gate. As I turned to drop the chain back into the latch, I saw the shadow of a crouching, barking dog under the porch steps. No time to worry about a dog. My job was to dig a firebreak. I struck the hoe into hard dirt for all I was worth, and had about six feet of earth turned up when I heard the siren. Loose gravel scattered as the volunteer fire truck sped down the drive. The dog stopped barking.

Fletcher stepped aside and three firemen pushed ahead of him with “real” fire hoses and finished soaking the barn. As I watched from on the house side of the fence, tendrils of ice hanging from the charred roof reminded me March is still winter in the mountains. My teeth were chattering from the cold, so I ducked into the house to get a jacket. Cat’s loud meow greeted me. The outside world might be burning to beat the band, but she cared only that her food bowl was empty. I shook dry kibbles into her bowl and refilled the Mr. Coffee to make a fresh pot. Fletcher’s hurtful words that I was only fit for making coffee came back to me. I winced, entertained the idea of not offering coffee, and waited for my Shoulda-Woulda-Coulda Girls Committee that sometimes meets in my head to give directions.

The committee duly convened. The Shoulda Girl said: He’s just a bitter old man. You’re a counselor for God’s sake; be an understanding listener. The Woulda Girl gave her opinion: At least he came to help. My baser self agreed with the final committee member’s assessment: Sure he came over. You think he’d miss a chance to show you up?

Still, I took coffee outside to the whole crew. I’m from the South, you see. We value cleanliness and good manners above most everything. I was glad I did. Everyone, including Fletcher, seemed grateful for something hot to thaw out the bones. Thank yous were said and we stood in the yard facing a smoldering, caved in barn as the sun hued to red and yellow on its climb into the morning sky.

“You know what they say about red sky in the morning?” asked one of the firemen, a solidly built young man wearing an orange deer hunter’s cap and black, Buddy Holly styled, glasses.

“Yeah,” answered one of his buddies, “we know: sailor take warning. You done told us that about a million times, and we still don’t have no sailors in Perry County.”

The cap guy was nonplused by the remark. He pushed his thick glasses up on his nose and dug a small pad from his back pocket. After fumbling around in his other seven pockets looking for a pen, Fletcher extracted one clipped to the side of his hat and gave it to him. I groaned silently, thinking only Fletcher Enloe would be prepared with a ballpoint pen at a fire. “Miz McNeal. We gotta make a report of our call over here. What started the fire?”

I hadn’t thought about that, until now. What started the fire? Then I wondered how they knew there was a fire. “Did I call 911?”

He shook his head no. “Mr. Enloe called it in Ma’am. Any idea how the fire got going?”

“Maybe it was the lightning.” I answered, not at all sure.

Fletcher spoke up. “I was up working in the front room when that damn dog commenced to barking. There ain’t been no thunder, or lightning tonight.”

I stared at Fletcher, digesting his statement, and not doubting him. The story was Fletcher and his brothers ran bootleg moonshine in the forties out of the modified 1937 Ford he still housed in his garage. Some say he holds the record for driving time with a full load from Perry County to Atlanta. That was before Korea, his ten or so additional years in the army, and before he lost two fingers in a shop accident. Now he says he’s retired with just a few acres of hay he sells in the late spring and summer. But that’s not entirely accurate. I pretend not to know he augments his retirement check by buying and selling everything from Barbie dolls to racecar memorabilia on EBay—usually late at night when bored shopaholics tend to spend money. He pretends not to know I know. Yes, Fletcher would have seen lightning, and heard thunder.

No lightning where I shivered in the early dawn, meant what I’d seen lived only in dream reality. In that world thunder cracked; blue-white lightning woke the night sky and a voice cried out: Git up! There’s fire on the mountain. With a flood of clarity, I knew the voice was my great grandfather, January McNeal, and the fire he saw burned long ago, up on the mountain I saw every day from my house. “No lightning?” I said. “Then I don’t know how the fire started. I’ve haven’t even burned leaves since fall.”

“Well,” said the deer cap guy, “We haven’t had any cases of spontaneous combustion around here lately, so I reckon the sheriff’s department will pick up our call out here, and you’ll get a visit from the arson team.”

“Arson? Why would anyone want to burn down my hay barn?”

The cap guy shrugged, wrote a couple of sentences on his pad, returned the pen to Fletcher, and gathered his crew to leave. Fletcher fixed me with a gimlet eye, as though accusing me of somehow engineering my own fire by stupidity— or neglect. I wondered, not for the first time, if a neighbor like Fletcher Enloe was a blessing or a curse. True, living alone and knowing he was as close as the other side of the pine thicket was a comfort. However, this was the same neighbor who rarely expended a kind word. To Fletcher Enloe, and truthfully to many in Perry County, I was a flatlander from Atlanta— would always be an outsider— and fair game in any maneuver that kept the them and us hats on the proper heads. Like the episode with Fletcher and the goats.

When I bought my house and property, I assumed the gamey smelling male goat patrolling our common fence belonged to Fletcher. When I complained about his billy eating my blueberry bushes, Fletcher announced that the infamous Goddard twins had abandoned the goat— the twins being the shady guys who sold me my house, along with the non-earning asset known as Granny’s General Store. Thus, according to Fletcher, the male goat, Hubert, was my responsibility. Enloe then explained he’d allowed Hubert to live in his pasture because he felt sorry for him. Felt sorry, my foot! Fletcher then demanded I move the two hundred pound monster back onto my property and pay him back room and board for the pasture space. I was not a happy camper.

While I absorbed the prospect of Hubert being upwind of anywhere I might stand in my yard, the crafty old man offered me an alternative. He surmised Hubert was lonely since the Goddard twins sold the female goats, and no nanny goats meant no milk for Fletcher’s sour stomach; so the deal was he’d keep Hubert, if I bought a nanny goat. The lovebirds would tryst during mating season, no doubt produce babies, and there would be milk a-plenty.

Can you spell blackmail? Here’s a clue: first word starts with F, second with E. And yes, it is a man’s name. That’s how I ended up with Minnie and Pearl, mother and daughter, two gorgeous soft brown creatures, every bit as elegant and sweet smelling as Hubert is not. Not that I’m sorry I own two goats; I’m not the least bit sorry. It’s the way Fletcher coerced me that sticks in my craw.

The firemen turned their truck around in my drive and pulled out onto the paved road. Fletcher thrust his hands deep into the pockets of his navy chinos and sniped. “Well, I reckon you’ve got some gimcrack story about an investigating job you’re doing for that Chinaman down in Atlanta, and that’s how come the barn got burned.”

My jaw clenched. The person of Chinese ancestry Fletcher referred to was my friend, and sometimes employer, Atlanta attorney, Garland Wang. Though truthfully, being friends with Garland is always a one-sided affair. If conversation isn’t about him, Garland loses interest pretty fast. “Mr. Enloe,” I volleyed back, “the man’s family has lived in Georgia since before the Civil War. He graduated from the University of Georgia. He’s as Southern as either of us, not a Chinaman. Also, I’m not working for Garland Wang at the moment; if I were, it wouldn’t be investigating. What I do is research and consulting; maybe talk to clients for him. I’m a Doctor of Psychology, not a detective.”

“Uh huh, I recollect the time those crazy Atlanta folks nailed that big snake to your front door, and…”

“Fletcher, please,” I interrupted. “I don’t want to talk about that. Just look at that burned patch of ground in the pasture. Minnie and Pearl could have been killed!”

Fletcher squinted into the weak morning light and studied the goats grazing at the far end of the pasture. “Don’t look like it ruined their appetites none to me. Fetch me another cup of coffee, and I’ll go out there and haul them some feed for you.” I turned and walked toward the house to “fetch” his coffee. Anything for a reprieve from my good neighbor’s sharp tongue. Fletcher stopped me with questions. “Where’d that dang fool barking dog get off to? Is it yourn?”

Half way up the porch steps I stopped and looked down between the stair treads. Two limpid dark brown eyes locked onto mine. He cocked his head sideways and rated my worth as a human being on a scale from one to ten. “No, the dog isn’t mine. He’s over here, under the porch. Oh, poor baby. He looks terrified.” Sitting down, I spoke to the crouching dog. “Hey big guy, aren’t you the good boy to warn me about the fire. Come on out here and see me. Come on. Nobody’s going to hurt you. It’s okay.” The skinny red hound, ears hanging below his nose, slinked out from under the porch and slobbered a kiss on my outstretched hand.

“Well, son of a bitch,” Fletcher said from behind me, “ain’t it just like you to have some no account coon hound take up under your porch. Just look at him; you can name every one of his ribs.”

The dog continued to lick my hand. I patted his broad forehead and rubbed behind his ears. His body half dropped into my lap. “Poor guy, he’s exhausted. I wonder who he belongs to.”

Fletcher came closer and the dog turned a wary eye on him. “Like as not, nobody. That there is a Redbone Coon Hound. Them hunters track bear and coons with’em, and if they’re good they are well prized. Pay good money for them. I heard tell it’s the long ears that scoop up the scent as they sniff along the ground. Hot nosed they call’em. Can run longer and harder than any man—if they’re any good. If they ain’t no good, some hunter is likely to shoot’em out of meanness, or turn them out to starve.”

Fletcher knelt down, an arm’s length away, and gave the dog a good hard look. After a few seconds the dog turned away from him with heavy-lidded eyes and snuggled against my knee. “I’d say that there hound is one of the no-good variety. From the looks of him, most likely been turned out, or ran away. I’d also mind he’s been living off squirrels and road kill for a while. Stinks like one dead thing.” Standing up, Fletcher brushed off the knees of his pant legs and shook his head. “Yes ma’am, I’d say for sure that there is one of the no-good kind.”

I sniffed my hand where I’d petted the hound and cringed. Fletcher was right. He smelled like a city landfill on a hot August day.

“Course, I know more about cows than dogs. Never had much use for one. Too much noise and too much need.” A sarcastic smile crept from Fletcher’s mouth to his small blue eyes. “But I reckon you’ll welcome both of them qualities and feed that sorry hound. Yes ma’am, I’d say he’ll stick around for good.”

I was rapidly going over options and concentrating on not responding to Fletcher’s veiled insult. Too cold to use the hose on the back porch. Bathe him in the guest bathroom tub? Use my French soap for sensitive skin? No, probably not strong enough. Wipe him down first with aloe baby-wipes.

“I didn’t say if I was keeping him or not.” The dog gave up a giant sigh, relaxing deeper into my lap. I felt a tugging, like an oar dropping into the sea of my heart and pulling against the tide. “I don’t need the responsibility of a dog; but, well, I won’t just run him off hungry. It was his barking that woke me to the fire. He probably saved my house, and Minnie and Pearl.” I got to my feet. So did the dog. I turned to face Fletcher. So did the dog. “I’m going inside and scramble him some eggs and cook some bacon. Can I fix you breakfast?”

As the three of us headed into the kitchen, I heard Fletcher mumble, “Yes sir, I tell you what, you’ll learn soon enough a hound dog’ll bark an alarm at just about anything, anytime the wind blows in a new smell. All a hound does is bark, bark, bark. Won’t neither of us get any sleep ever again you keep that stinking hound. I mark his loud mouth barking will carry like a brass drum all the way to may house. Now that I think on it, if you wanting a dog get you one of them Yorki-Poos, more like you than an old Redbone. Yeah, what you need is a little bitty Yorki-Poo.”
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By eight o’clock, breakfast done, dishes washed, Fletcher gone, and the dog snoring away on my favorite rag rug in front of the fireplace, I poured the last cup of coffee from the pot and stood at the kitchen window to survey the fire damage. Grim, gray clouds scudded west to east along Fire Mountain. Were we in for a late March freezing rain? Could someone in Perry County dislike me enough to burn down my barn? It would be foolish to discount the possibility. Acid boiled up the back of my throat. I poured the coffee into the sink and chewed two lemon flavored Tums—too much coffee, too much butter on my toast, and not enough sleep.

The goats ambled into their house, perhaps to recoup lost sleep, or to munch hay now that the pasture was safe again. Hay. That reminded me I’d have to rebuild the barn. The phone rang and my hound guest raised a sleepy head to contribute a halfhearted ooof at the interruption of his dreams.

Susan Allen, my young friend, daughter of Daniel Allen, and the able manager of my ill-fated business, Granny’s General Store, rolled off her sentences in one single breath. “Miz P.? You all right? I just heard somebody tried to burn you out. Why didn’t you call me? My God, you could have been French-fried in your sleep. Are the goats okay? Did they totally freak out?”

When she paused, I interrupted to calm her down. “I’m fine, the goats are fine, and the cats are fine. Nobody tried to burn me out. That’s way too dramatic. The hay barn somehow caught fire, that all.”

“Nothing catches fire on its own, Miz P.”

As much as I love Susan, I wished she would not call me Miz P. I’ve asked her a thousand times to call me Promise, but she always reverts to the Miz P. thing. She was right, of course. Something had to start the fire. I just didn’t have any idea what or who. At that moment I was so relieved that my goats were safe, I didn’t want to think about it any more. “I know, I know,” I agreed, and took the cordless phone back over to the kitchen window.

If I didn’t look at the charred building, but focused across the gentle rise of the pasture, there was a morning peacefulness spreading out like open arms where gray sky met tall hemlocks along the wood and wire fence. My eyes traveled beyond, to Fire Mountain. Oak, pine, poplar, and laurel climbed its hump back, and an abandoned logging road snaked from the rocky foot, just beyond my property line to somewhere above— out of sight and out of knowledge. Low on the mountain, a murder of crows dived earthward in fits of cawing. then streamed upward and were gone.

Last night’s dream came back to me. My great grandfather trapped in a jail cell, helplessly watching a killing fire burning a path to his family. My great grandfather speaking to me across time and space. But why was he speaking to me? Why now?

“Susan, do you know why they call this little mountain over here, Fire Mountain?”

In a soft measured voice, suitable for both kindergarteners and an unbalanced friend, Susan answered, “I don’t know for sure, but I don’t think it’s called that cause it makes things catch on fire.”

I laughed. “No, I didn’t think that. Just wondering.”

“Well okay, wondering is good, but the important thing is what are you going to do?”

“About what?”

“About your burned out barn.”

“Oh, I’ll have to rebuild. I need the space to store hay. I’ll have to find someone reasonable though. I can’t pay a lot of money for a hay barn right now.”

Susan was quiet for a moment. I could hear the wheels turning. “Hey, I know just the guy— Shane Long. He’s a local contractor. We were in high school together. He was two years ahead of me. He built Daddy’s cow barn addition. Daddy didn’t complain, so he must be okay.”

The mention of Susan’s handsome daddy made me smile. Three years ago he was just Susan’s daddy to me. I was walking in the opposite direction from any kind of relationship. Then, who would have thought so much passion remained on the downside of fifty? I thought I’d spent my share. Daniel Allen, with his sideways smile, and gentle touch, proved me wrong.

My long way home is done when I hold you, he tells me, as he rakes black curls away from his sun-lined face. What can I say to that? What more would anyone need to know? My logical mind tells me there can never be any guarantees. Still, I hesitate when the “m” word is spoken. Maybe I’m just too old to be disappointed again. Maybe I couldn’t survive another betrayal.

“You want me to call Shane and ask him to come over to your house?”

“Sure, that would be great. He could come by tomorrow. I have to go into town today—a couple of individual sessions at the shelter. Probably won’t have time to meet with him today.”

“The family violence shelter? I still don’t get it. You’d think once a woman got away from her violent partner, she’d be so happy she wouldn’t need counseling.”

“Yeah, I know. It’s complicated. One thing I’ve learned from family violence victims is that many women don’t want to get away, not permanently. What they want, what they hope, is that the person they love will change, that the violence will stop.”

Susan made a snorting sound into the phone. “There’s a bedtime fairy tale for you. People don’t change.”

“Well, not usually. But it can happen. I guess if you love someone enough, you keep hoping to beat the odds. Like I said, it’s complicated. All I can do is my best to help a few women grow stronger and create better lives for themselves and their children. And, of course, the income to me is a big help. You know that closing my counseling practice in Atlanta was a crazy leap of faith, or maybe just plain crazy. Anyway, until Granny’s Store does a lot better, I’m mega strapped.”

Susan groaned and I was sorry I’d mentioned the money part. “Oh, I wish Granny’s did better. I feel like it’s all my fault.”

“Susan, stop it. We have stomped over and over that ground. It is not your fault I didn’t do my homework. I still can’t believe the Goddard twins had the nerve to hide proceeds from selling home grown pot in the profit and loss statement for the store.” At that moment, I was sounding fairly mature and philosophical about the conning Goddards, Larry and Jerry; but what I was thinking was I’d like to road trip them to the Okefenokee Swamp and see if they could swim in quicksand.

“Oh, oh, oh….that reminds me. I saw Larry and Jerry yesterday. I was in the drive-thru lane at McDonald’s getting a fish sandwich. And there they were, walked right in front of me; all dirty and scruffy in hunters camouflage outfits. Mud caked on their pants legs. Gross. Why do you suppose those guys are back in town? Hey, you don’t suppose they burned down your barn?”

“The twins? I don’t see why they would. I paid their asking price for my house, the five acres, and Granny’s store. Speaking of the store, who’s working this morning while you go to your classes?”

Susan was taking pottery classes at Western Carolina. Last semester it was jewelry design. Before that it was culinary science. She also plays banjo and sings with a local bluegrass band, The Lickers. Terrible name, though Susan’s plangent husky voice makes you not care. The band also has a rocking slide guitar player, a standup bass player who quips witty jokes between songs, and Daniel. He is the senior member of the band, anchoring the stage with his soulful fiddle, long legged blue jeans, and ever-present black Stetson. Since I’m a city girl from Atlanta, bluegrass is not so much part of my background, but even I can tell The Lickers are “good enough for prime time.”

Okay, it’s true. I’m proud of Susan and Daniel. How Susan finds time for the band and everything else she does amazes me. And you’d think, as much as Susan flits around from one project to the next, she’d be ner-do-well at all of them; but that’s not true. Susan is exceptional at everything she does.

Well, maybe not everything. Maybe not dressing well. But then, I shouldn’t talk. Everything in my closet looks like it was chosen from a Chinese menu—one from column “a” and one from column “b”, egg rolls on the side. For the entire first year I knew her, Susan’s day costume consisted of long gray dresses, aprons, and spit shined combat boots. Maybe in keeping with the theme of Granny’s General Store, or was she going through a Goth phase? Add her six-foot frame, short spiked black hair and garnet nose stud, and you have an interesting picture. Susan has now graduated to soft, calf-high black leather boots, black leggings, and an assortment of earth-toned sweaters which reach mid thigh. It’s cute. Sort of yoga inspired.

I like the new look. It’s less scary, according to my fair-weather friend and sometimes employer, Atlanta attorney Garland Wang. He’s the one who labeled the old look “the surprised Lizzie Borden style.” I think Garland’s comment was a little over the top, and I don’t care what Susan wears. She is a joy and one of my favorite people.

Susan picked up the conversation. “Melissa’s working at Granny’s until I get back from school, and my hair appointment.”

“Hair appointment?”

“Yeah, I need a trim. If it gets longer than two fingers I can’t get the top to stand up, no matter how much pomade I slick on it. Course, if I had your thick mane of auburn curls, who’d bother?”

Auburn? More likely, plain brown. I smiled at Susan’s half compliment. At my age, even a half is appreciated. “Wavy and thick, I still have, thank goodness. The color part is coming more and more out of the bottle these days. But I’m not ready to be a gray hair— not yet.”

“Good for you. I say dye till you die. Do you need anything before I get myself together and head for class?”

“Well,” I answered hesitantly, “as a matter of fact, do you still have that tea tree oil soap your MaMa Allen made you? I need to bathe a really dirty dog.”

“A really dirty dog? I can’t wait to hear the rest of that story. I’ll be over to your house in about twenty minutes, with the soap. First, I’ll call Shane and set him up for day after tomorrow. Daddy’ll be back from his Cattlemen’s Association meeting by then, and he’ll probably want to be there to make sure Shane treats you right. Bye.”

Susan hung up before I could argue that I didn’t necessarily need Daniel present for the contractor’s meeting. I could certainly take care of getting a barn built on my own. After all, I’d raised my son pretty much alone while my ex-husband concentrated on sailing his boat on Lake Lanier, chasing younger women, and being a hotshot homicide detective for the city of Atlanta.

I’d also returned to school and earned a doctorate in psychology, thank you very much. All in all, I’d say I’d gotten along fine as a single, divorced woman for twenty years, before I met Daniel. Well, mostly fine, except for the terrible loneliness, and you’d have to omit the buying Granny’s General Store part. Buying Granny’s was an impulse decision. I fell in love with the ambience of the converted tobacco barn perched on the bank of the Little Tennessee River, but ambience won’t pay the bills. At the moment, I was stuck with a negative cash flow business, at least until Susan and I could think of a way to turn the store into a profit maker.

The Shoulda-Woulda-Coulda Girls Committee snickered at the idea of making Granny’s profitable, and began to chant: when pigs fly, we’ll all sup on pork-pie pie. I didn’t need to hear that, and I didn’t want to admit how much I missed Daniel, so I turned on the radio. Alison Krauss was singing about a truth in your eyes sayin’ you’ll never leave me. Must have been the sci-fi station.
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“Will you hand me another towel? Thanks.” I was sitting on the edge of the tub drying the last paw, and listening to Susan.

“Are you sure you can clean that dog up enough to let him roam around in the house?”

I wondered the same thing. The bath helped, but he still smelled like wet garbage. “I don’t know. But he’s obviously homeless, and I owe him a better life for waking me up. I hate to think how bad it could have been if I’d slept through the fire. I mean I could have been sleeping for eternity.”

His patience exhausted, the coon dog jumped out of the tub and onto the tile floor, shaking water from his back as he landed. Susan and I both got a face slapping of dirty bath water and she grabbed two more towels for us. We followed him out into the great room where he plopped down on the rug in front of the fire. Smart dog. Best spot in the house.

“Okay, I’m having a little trouble switching gears from watching my barn burn before the crack of dawn this morning. Tell me again why you want me to go snooping around over at your MaMa Allen’s.”

Susan made one last swipe at her wet face and hair and threw the towel into the utility room, landing a perfect shot into the open washer. “It’s like I said, before Daddy left for the Cattlemen’s Association meeting in Raleigh, he went over to MaMa Allen’s house to see if she needed anything. He said when he drove up, she was outside, hanging up wet laundry. He noticed there was a small pair of pink corduroy jeans and a Hello Kitty sweatshirt on the line. When he pointed to the clothes and asked her if she was taking in wash for the neighbors, she laughed and said something like, ‘Now, Daniel, you know I done told you one of my Tennessee cousins sent her granddaughter over here till she gets feeling better.’

“Daddy swears she’s never sad a word about a Tennessee cousin left alive enough to send a child over here, and she sure didn’t tell him the girl was here. And another thing, except for the clothes on the line and some coloring books on the kitchen table, Daddy didn’t see any sign a child was around. MaMa Allen said the girl was off playing, but he stayed about an hour and she didn’t show up. Now don’t you think that’s weird? Daddy’s afraid MaMa is so lonely over there she’s got herself a make believe child to keep her company. With you being a psychologist and all, we thought maybe you could go for a visit and see if you think poor old MaMa has come down with dementia, or something horrible like that.”

“And your MaMa Allen is what, eighty-three or -four?”

“That’s right.” Susan took my damp towel and made another perfect shot into the washer. This time, Cat was eating tuna kibbles from her bowl on the floor beside the washer. She jumped about a foot when the damp wad hit the metal tub with a thud. “Oh crap, sorry Cat,” Susan called out. Cat glared at her and assumed the classic feline—you will pay for that—look.

“I have a hard time keeping the family time frame straight. Mrs. Allen married your dad’s grandfather when Daniel’s dad was about sixteen, right? And she was just a few years older than Daniel’s dad? Young enough to be her new husband’s daughter. Did I get that right?”

“That’s right. Back then nobody cared about stuff like that. I think he and MaMa were happy together, but it was sad because he only lived about another five years after they married. His tractor turned over on him when he was plowing up a steep slope. Poor guy died trying to grow a few rows of corn. Both Mac and Daddy were babies when it happened, so they don’t remember him at all.”

“Mac being your dad’s first cousin, the Perry County Sheriff. I saw him yesterday, by the way. Is it my imagination, or is he so vain he gets his hair permed? If he’s trying to look as good as your dad, it isn’t working.”

Susan grimaced and put her head face down on the table. “Yuck. I don’t want to know, but I think you’re right about the permanent wave. Whatever. Perry County folks like him, and he does a pretty good job.”

“I’m sure he does. Your dad thinks so, anyway,” I said, and retrieved two Diet Cokes from the fridge. We sat at the kitchen table in silence while I thought about Mrs. Allen and how devastating dementia can be for the person who suffers from it, and for the family who watches the disease erode the person they love.

“If your dad wanted me to go over to Mrs. Allen’s house, why didn’t he call and ask me?” Susan twisted her mouth left and right. I was sure she was thinking up a plausible story. “Come on Susan, tell the truth.”

“Oh, all right. Daddy actually told me not to ask you to go over there. He said he didn’t want to impose on you. But I know you won’t mind. Will you?”

I could believe that was true. Daniel and I were walking a tenuous line between being involved and not being involved, which meant he was angry with me at the moment because I’d sidestepped his marriage proposal the night before he left on his trip. He told me he would wait a month, and if at the end of that time I didn’t come back to him with an answer, he wouldn’t ask again. His attitude struck me as manipulative, like he was trying to back me into a corner to get the answer he wanted. One thing led to another. I shot off my big mouth, and he huffed out of the house. I wanted very much to repair the damage to our relationship, but I wouldn’t jump into marriage to say I’m sorry.

“Umm. Well, actually it isn’t an imposition because I wanted to talk to Mrs. Allen about something I found at the Perry County library.”

Susan lifted her eyebrows with interest. Some time ago, Fletcher Enloe dropped the bomb that he was sure my great-grandfather, January McNeal, had lived in Perry County in the early 1900s. At first, I resisted the allegation, sure that my intuition, of which I was overly proud, would alert me if I bought property in the same area that kin had once lived and died. My intuition suffered a major setback when I made several trips to the library genealogy room and learned Enloe was probably correct. I’d been procrastinating tracking down the facts until recently, when dreams of January McNeal began to play, and replay, through my already fitful sleep.

“There is a 1900 census report listing January McNeal, a farmer, living with his wife, Reba, and one child, on land he owned. I also found a sale in the land records showing January bought the land from Joab Sorley. It’s hard to tell, but it looks like Mrs. Allen’s property is old Sorley land. I wanted to talk to her about the Sorley/McNeal connection.”

Susan took a sip of her diet Coke. “She probably knows something about the land. But remember she came over here from Tennessee to marry Daddy’s granddad. She wasn’t born or raised up here.”

“How did they meet?”

Susan thought for a moment. “I think she told me they met at one of those revivals they used to have out at Foster Creek Camp. You know, people would come from all over to camp out in tents, meet old friends, and get salvation in between the pot luck suppers.”

“So that’s why they call it Foster Creek Camp. I thought maybe there was an old army or WPA camp out there. Sounds like you’re making fun of the old time revivals.”

“No, not really. I’d probably love going to one to hear the old music. Probably some of the best pickin’ around. It’s just that I like my religion a little more personal. No advertising. Shouting about Jesus isn’t my thing.”

My red coon dog visitor raised himself lazily from the rug with a yawn and stretched long and low. We looked his way. He shook his head; ears flapping like the sound of a leather belt being cracked. “So what are you going to name him? You have to do better than you did with the cat and her kittens. I can’t believe you still call her Cat, and him Junior. Good thing I took the little girl and gave her a proper name.”

I smiled at Susan’s chiding. “You call Mo-Jo a proper name?”

“It’s better than Junior.”

“So it is. I don’t know what to name him. Who knows if he’ll even stay around long enough to learn his name?” The dog lumbered over to where we sat and nudged my knee. I gave him the leftover slice of bacon from breakfast.

“Are you kidding? For bacon, he’ll stay. The big guy knows a sucker when he sees one.”

I stroked the soft fur between his eyes; he closed them in ecstasy. “Maybe something elegant, like Prince.”

“No offence, Miz P. but that dog is truly not elegant. You remember that old TV show, The Beverly Hillbillies? Didn’t they have a dog sort of like him?”

“Maybe. No, I think that dog was a bloodhound. Loved that show. Remember when Jethro signed up to take a correspondence course to become a brain surgeon? Lord that was funny.” We both laughed and the coon dog eyed us suspiciously. “I still say he looks elegant. Sort of.”

“I told you, you have sucker written across your forehead. He’s not a Prince. Looks more like an Alfie to me.”

“Alfie?” The dog’s ears perked up. “Where did that come from?”

Susan shook her head and stood up to leave. “No idea. Sometimes the universe just speaks. Gotta go, or I’ll be late for class.”

As the door closed behind Susan, Alfie yawned again and resumed his position in front of the fire.
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After three back-to-back sessions at the women’s shelter, I was ready to talk about something other than family violence. Mrs. Allen’s property was about a mile down the two lane road from mine, though probably less, if you went as the crow flies, up and over the laurel and oak knob that caused the paved road to curve sharply like an inch worm in motion. Her small, weathered green, frame house faced Fells Creek, just like mine, but it sat some two hundred feet uphill. A ribbon of smoke trailed upward from the red brick chimney breaking the rusted metal ridgeline. With its narrow front stoop tucked under an aged roof overhang, the house seemed more indigenous to the Western North Carolina Mountains than my newly built large cabin, with its extravagant wrap around porches and stone fireplaces.

A wind chime of worn silver spoons and chunks of colored glass clinked to life above the back door when I knocked. No answer. I knocked again, and called out, “Hello?”

“Hello yourself. Come round to the side. I’m aback here.”

I retreated from the back porch and followed the voice. Mrs. Allen was leaning uphill into the slope of the back yard, hoeing furiously at a circular burned out patch of grass. A single charred ladder-back chair lay upended in the middle of the circle like a burnt offering.

“Mrs. Allen, what in the world are you doing? Can I help you?”

“Why, Lordy no. I’m done here.” She straightened up to her full height of about my own five foot four and wiped soot from her forehead with her apron. “You can take this here hoe for me, if you would, whilst I put this old chair in the pump house.”

I took the proffered hoe and looked for somewhere to lean it against the house. “That’s fine. Just prop it any old place where I won’t step on it and knock a knot on my old head. It sure is good to see you, Miz Promise. Come on in and I’ll make us a cup of tea.” She shoved the burned chair through the door of the concrete well house and ushered me to the back door. “You know, I believe I can find a slice or two of pound cake left in the pantry. Let’s have us some with our tea. There ain’t anything better than a little sweet treat of an afternoon. Don’t you agree?”

Having survived raising a teenaged son, I knew that a constant patter of talk usually serves as a sleight of hand to distract. Mrs. Allen obviously didn’t want me asking about her burned chair or the odd coincidence that both of us had fires on the same day. I’d play nice and have tea, then ask questions.

With a wave of her hand, Mrs. Allen directed me to one of five kitchen chairs—all identical to the burned carcass now in the well house— grouped around a big oak table. I sat. She washed her hands at the kitchen sink, poured water from a simmering kettle on the stove into two mugs, and moved a bulbous brown squirrel cookie jar from the counter to face me at the table.

“Here you go. Just take that lid off and choose a tea flavor to suit you,” she said, and pulled out another chair, which was already occupied by a fluffy, neon blue, stuffed elephant. “Well, would you look-a- there, that girl’s done gone out to play without her elephant. She don’t hardly ever do that.”

I must have looked confused because she went on to explain. “She hauls that stuffed thing everywhere she goes, even to the bathtub.”

I nodded and chose a peach flavored tea bag from the squirrel’s ceramic belly. Mrs. Allen sifted through three or four packs and finally settled on orange spice. “Susan told me you have company. I think she said a grand niece from over in Tennessee?”

“Well, I do have company. Pretty little thing. Missy. Don’t talk much, but she purely does love playing around in the woods and down by the creek.”

I smiled, dunked my tea bag a few times, and waited for more information on her visitor. Maybe there was a niece. Maybe I could report back to Susan that dementia was not an issue. Then I remembered the burned chair. What logical reason could Mrs. Allen have for setting a chair on fire?

“I suspect she’ll come back directly. She probably just got spooked when she seen you knocking at the back door.”

Before I could ask the little girl’s name, Mrs. Allen changed the subject. “Well now, you said on the phone you wanted to ask me about something. What would that be? I’m all ears. Wait a minute. Don’t tell me yet. I got to get that pound cake for us.” After cutting us generous slices, she sat back down. “Okay, I’m ready now. Eat your sweet treat and ask away.”

The first bite was sweet and light; the second saturated my senses with a buttery taste. “Wow. This is delicious. What’s your secret to making it so airy?”

“It’s the confectionary sugar and room temperature eggs that do it. It ain’t no secret. Is that what you come about? My pound cake recipe?”

“No ma’am. I’d love your recipe, but that isn’t it. It’s something I found at the library when I was researching a McNeal family living in this area. I wanted to ask you if you knew anything about them”

She tilted her head to one side and cleaned her wire-rimmed glasses with a napkin lying folded on the table. “Is that why you come to move up here from Atlanta, to search for your long ago kin?”

“Oh, no ma’am. I didn’t even know I had ancestors who had lived here. I just came to visit, and then saw the creek and the house…and….” I stopped, loosing the thread of my explanation. My hasty decision to exchange my city life and secure counseling practice for the uncertainty of the mountains was a mystery even to me. I don’t know why I did it. True, I felt burned out in Atlanta, needed a fresh start, needed… hell, I don’t know what I needed. I probably needed therapy, that’s what I needed. But I opted to sell my Atlanta house and move. I loved my new home, loved Susan, and yes, loved Daniel, but after three years something still felt unsettled, transitory.

Thank goodness, Mrs. Allen interrupted the dialogue I was having with myself. “These McNeals. When was they living in Perry County?”

“Maybe around 1900. I found a January McNeal, his wife Reba, and a child listed on the census for that year. Fletcher Enloe seems to think this January McNeal was my great grandfather.”

“Is that a fact? I wish I knew something to tell you; but it ain’t likely I’m going to be much help. I didn’t move over here from Tennessee until 1947. That’s when I married Mr. Allen. I don’t rightly recall any McNeals.”

She warmed up our tea and I fished around in my purse for the scrap of paper containing notes about January McNeal. “Here it is. The census says January McNeal, a farmer, lived on rented land belonging to Joab Sorley. When I checked the location of that parcel of land, it seems it is located just north of my property on what is now called Fire Mountain. Then I found a deed from Sorley to McNeal dated two years later for the same piece of land. It seems the land Sorley sold was cut from a larger tract. You and I are sitting on what remains of that larger tract.”

My information seemed an astounding revelation to me, and I was excited to share it with Mrs. Allen. I waited, and watched her face for surprise. The look was about the same as if I’d told her it was daylight outside.

She washed down her cake with a swallow of tea. “Well, that don’t seem out of the ordinary. This here has been Sorley land since the late 1700s. That’s when the whites begin to steal it outright from the Cherokee.”

She shifted in the hard oak chair and seemed to be considering where to begin her story. “I didn’t know no McNeals. But I can sure tell you how come we’re sitting and sipping tea on Sorley land. You see, I was a Mullins; my daddy was Big Jack Mullins from East Tennessee. The Sorleys were cousins. That’s how I come to meet Mr. Allen. It was a Sorley cousin who introduced us at a camp meeting. When Mr. Allen died about five years after we married, I didn’t feel right keeping the Allen land. Mac’s daddy bought me out. At that same time, he bought out Daniel’s daddy’s share too, on account of he already had bought him a place over yonder where Daniel and Susan live now. Mac, Sheriff Mac Allen, got the Allen family land when his daddy died. I reckon you’ve met Mac?”

I nodded.

“Well, I can see you ain’t smiling, so maybe you don’t think much of Mac. But give him a little due. He’s honest enough and tries to do the right thing. It’s just that when a creek don’t run very deep, you wonder if much can settle to the bottom. You know what I mean?” I smiled. I did indeed know what she meant.

“Anyway, the same year I sold my share of the Allen land, cousin Jeffrey Sorley died. He didn’t have no children and willed what was left of the Sorley land, and this old house, to me. It’s about twenty-six acres betwixt the paved road, Fire Mountain, Fletcher Enloe, and your property. Fact is I think Jeffrey Sorley sold your piece to Fletcher Enloe years ago, and Fletcher sold to the Goddard twins when his wife was sick with the cancer and they had so many doctor bills. Ain’t the twins the ones who sold you your land?”

I nodded yes, not wanting to go into the details of how much I loved my house and land, but not the memory of the Goddard twins scalping me on the other half of the deal—Granny’s Store—a non-earning asset if there ever was one.

“I reckon my point is, Sorleys have bought and sold land in Perry County near about forever. Course it wasn’t Perry County back then. It was still part of Buncombe County, I think, or maybe it was Haywood. I don’t rightly remember. Anyway, the tale is a Sorley bought about the original government land parcel sale. Paid two pounds, ten shillings for the first hundred acres, so the story is told, and got the rest for one shilling per acre. And you can rest assured the Cherokee didn’t get a dime, or a shilling. But, that’s another story all together. Fact is Sorleys certainly could have sold your great grand-daddy a piece of Fire Mountain. I do seem to recall hearing a story about that little mountain being named so because of a terrible timber fire that pretty near cleared it off. The old folks said you could see smoke from that fire clear down to the Georgia line.”

My dream of January McNeal watching the fire and screaming a warning to run for the cave came back to me. A shudder skidded up my neck. “Have you ever come across a burned out cabin on the mountain? A woman at the library told me she remembers hiking Fire Mountain as a kid, and seeing the charred ruins of a house. She says it was near a waterfall.”

Mrs. Allen looked away, over my shoulder. Something, a change in the temperature, or the far away look in her eyes, made me turn my head to follow her gaze to a high row of windows in a tiny room off the kitchen. There, the arms of a coat hanger wire mobile, decorated with deep blue, glitter strewn construction paper moons and stars, moved to a breeze I could not feel. As if to join in the play, the spoon chimes outside over the kitchen door, chattered a furious, fast tune, and then stopped.

“Did you hear that?” She cocked her head, listening.

“The wind chimes?”

“No, not that,” she said, shaking her head, “It’s that little song she sings: Ring around the roses, pocket full of posies, upstairs downstairs, we all fall down.”

“You mean your visitor? Your niece? No, I didn’t hear her singing.”

She leaned across the table and covered my hand with hers. “Mercy-me. Not Missy. Another little girl. The singing’s been coming on for years. Susan says you got the sight, so I thought maybe you could hear it, too.”

I felt the need to speak softly. “Oh no, Mrs. Allen. I’m sorry. I don’t have the sight, just intuition, like a lot of people.” She held my gaze, then closed her boney fingers on mine, waiting. “I really didn’t hear the singing, but…” I paused. Did I want to tell Mrs. Allen?

“But…but what?”

“Sometimes, bits and pieces of other peoples lives find their way into my dreams. It’s like a movie of their sorrows, or unfinished business. It’s nothing I can control. The dreams just happen.”

“That’s the way of having the sight. It ain’t like having a telephone number you can call up. Can’t nobody control it. Least ways nobody I know. No ma’am, the sight just comes and goes, as it will. And you been having dreams lately?”

“Well, yes. I’ve had bad dreams about January McNeal. In the last dream he was watching a fire from a barred window, a jail window. I think my great grandmother, and a baby, were trapped in the path of the fire.”

She nodded slowly. “So, that’s it. Well, I reckon I understand now why you’re hunting stories about McNeals.” She closed her eyes. Her hand, warm and wrinkled from a life of canning and gardening, stayed on mine. Was she listening for the song again? Finally she came back to the kitchen and spoke. “What did you say was her name?”

“Reba. My great grandmother’s name was Reba. I found the marriage record saying her maiden name was Reba Connell, born in 1882. I also found a death record for her. She died in 1905 when she was twenty-three. The record says she died of “fever” and was buried in the Methodist cemetery. My grandfather, William McNeal, was only four when she died. I haven’t found birth or death records for January McNeal. Not yet.”

“Reba, that’s what I thought you said. Seems to me that name does mean something to me. Mercy-me, it’s purely sad she left a little one behind. Must have broken her man’s heart clean in two.”

Suddenly she bolted for the kitchen door, threw it open, and called out,

“Missy, you come on in here. It’s getting too cold to play outside. Come on. Right now. Miz Promise ain’t gonna mind you none.”

I joined Mrs. Allen at the open door. The yard looked empty, unless you counted the towels hanging from the clothesline, snapping in the wind.

“Do I need to leave so she’ll come out from her hiding place?”

“No. It’s all right. She’ll come in directly. I done remembered where I heard the name Reba Connell. Come on in here and help me dig for it.”
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I followed Mrs. Allen into the tiny, sun filled room adjacent to the kitchen. Together we dragged a large, faded blue, plastic, suitcase. It must have weighed fifty pounds. How did anyone in the 1950’s schlep these Samsonite monsters around? We sat on a narrow quilt covered bed under the windows and she began to rifle through the contents.

“This here was left by one of my Sorley cousins. Stuffed mostly with papers, old photographs, and I don’t know what all. Just get yourself comfortable, Miz. Promise. Little Missy don’t mind iffen we sit on her bed.”

Instinctively, I looked to the kitchen door, half expecting a curious little girl to come through and ask us what we were doing. If a little girl really existed, outside Mrs. Allen’s imagination. The phantom breeze that had stirred the moon and stars mobile breathed across my cheeks and brought with it the scent of rosemary.

“I ain’t thought much about the suitcase for years. Excepting of course when the twins come around a year or two ago asking if they could read through the papers.”

That got my attention. “Do you mean the Goddard twins?”

“Why yes, it was a good while after they sold out to you. I was busy putting up peaches that day, so I just let them carry it out to the porch and plunder through. They was both big into all that Civil War playacting, you know. Had them Confederate uniforms and all. Course you know, my home part of East Tennessee was pretty much divided between the Union and the Confederacy—just like Western North Carolina. I don’t get excited one way or the other. Yankees, or Crackers, either way killing don’t set right with me.”

For some reason I was disturbed to hear Mrs. Allen say the twins looked through the Sorley papers. I considered the twins criminals and knew whatever they were looking for would lead to problems for someone else. “But why would they want to go through the suitcase?”

Mrs. Allen handed me a stack of papers bound by a length of frayed, pink knitting yarn. “Here, look through these for an old envelope addressed to Joab Sorley. Well, if I remember rightly, that feller down at the historical society told them Goddard boys about the Sorleys being here since God was a baby, and they said they wanted to hunt anything written down about the war years in Western North Carolina. I reckon they thought finding something would make them big shots with their Rebel playmates.”

“Did they find anything?”

“No, they rummaged through about every piece of paper; but went away disappointed, so far as I could tell.” She held up a yellowed envelope to the light and then handed it to me. “Here it is. I knew it was here somewhere.”

It was indeed addressed to Mr. Joab Sorley, Charleston, North Carolina. “Where is Charleston, North Carolina?”

“Back then, I believe, Bryson City was known as Charleston. I think the mail come to the Sorleys by way of there. Can’t say why.” She smiled and tapped the envelope with excitement. “Just go on and open it. As I remember, your Reba is mentioned. Read it out loud.”

I unfolded two pieces of well-creased paper and read the neatly penned words:

August 25, 1882
Dear Cousin Joab,

We all desire the best for cousin Nola’s baby. Thus, by your counsel, we made haste to locate Mr. Beauchamp. Two Christian Temperance League ladies working for cousin Lewis’s release are to be thanked for this effort. They set fellow workers in Baltimore the task of locating him in the household employment of Mr. and Mrs. John Garrett, also Nola’s employers since her arrival from Wexford. We agreed with you that once Mr. Beauchamp was informed that Nola died giving birth, he would want his child with him.

Our angels of mercy sent word they did indeed call upon the Garrett house. Mrs. Garrett received them most graciously. She expressed sorrow at Nola’s passing and met them with Mr. Aiken Beauchamp, who is her butler.

The ladies write Mr. Beauchamp is as Nola described. He presents himself as educated, gentlemanly, and handsome. Though he is lighter of complexion, and seems quite respectable, he is, by his own account, counted as a man of color, owing to his mother being a mulatto woman from the West Indies, bought into service to the elder Mr. Garrett. Mr. Beauchamp declared he was in agreement with Nola’s decision to journey to her South Carolina relatives, and to raise the child here. The ladies write he wept when he was given the news Nola died in childbirth. Nevertheless, he is steadfast in his belief that the baby would have little chance of a happy life as a person of color in Baltimore. Further, we all agree that to send the baby to the Connell family in Ireland would be just as unfortunate a choice.

Thus, dear cousin, we arrive back where we began, and trust you have not had a change of heart. We pray Nola’s child will be the daughter you and Enid have prayed for these many years. If this stifling heat should ever relent, our John will bring the baby, Rebecca (Reba), along with cousin Adeline Redmond, who has nursed her with her own sizeable brood, to you in Charleston. I have no knowledge of the time by wagon from Seneca, but I am certain John will make haste as well he can. We are told the roads can be dangerous and fraught with thieves, thus three of the Redmond boys will accompany the wagon on horseback.

We are also sending a chest of household items from dear departed Papa Connell’s home for little Reba’s future dowry, with a prayer she will choose more wisely than her mother. I will remain here to tend the farm, and my rowdy students at Rocky Bottom School.

Cousin Adeline offers her kind regards and thanks you, again, for your assistance during this time of Lewis’ incarceration. Without your guiding hand, she has no doubt her family would be prey to many a roving Yankee bandit. Dear Adeline. She is a brave mother and faithful wife. We all pray the rumors of Governor Hampton beseeching President Arthur to pardon Lewis are true. How grateful we would be to have him home.

The letter was signed Margaret Connell. Questions collided in my mind. Nola Connell? Cousin to Margaret? An Irish immigrant in service to a household in Baltimore? Her daughter, Reba, born in South Carolina and brought to North Carolina to be raised by other cousins who were Sorleys. Was this the same Daniel Joab Sorley who sold January McNeal the Fire Mountain land? Who were Lewis and Adeline Redmond? Margaret writes Adeline was yet another cousin. My Lord, how many cousins were there? Did the letter say Lewis Redmond was in jail? Was this Margaret person saying Reba Connell McNeal’s grandmother was a slave from the West Indies?

Mrs. Allen patting my knee, and wind shaking the porch chimes to life brought me back to the room. “It’s a March wind for sure out there today. More winter coming. And somebody needing to be laid to rest.”

I smiled and nodded, finding it oddly comfortable that this lovely old woman would equate a restless breeze with troubled spirits. “I’ll have to read the letter again. I’m not sure I have all of it straight in my mind. So many cousins I didn’t know about.”

“Well sure you need to read it again. It’s a lot to take in with one big swallow. I’ve probably read Margaret’s letter a hundred times over the years, so I know it most by heart. I just never knew why I was holding on to the thing until today. Ain’t that something? Don’t know why I still get amazed at the power of the spirits to guide our ways. Just like with little Missy…” Mrs. Allen stopped short of finishing her sentence.

She stood up, arching her back as though to stretch out a kink. I wondered if hoeing down the fire in her backyard was the cause of her stiff back, and took a breath to ask her again about the mysterious little girl. Too late. “Well now, that little Missy is a story for another day. I’ll warm up our tea and you come on out to the kitchen when you’re ready.”

I read the letter again and let my eyes wander around the small room. Had this room been Reba’s? The bed I sat on was less than single size, but longer than a crib. Maybe an old youth bed with rope, not wood slats, crisscrossing under the mattress for support. The rainbow-hued Texas star quilt smelled of clean, but old, batten. A faded red plastic Etch-a-Sketch toy peeked out from under the foot of the bed. That certainly had not been here in my great grandmother’s time. Was this where the little girl, Missy, slept? Smoothing the quilt and tucking the toy back under the bed to keep it safe, I joined Mrs. Allen in the kitchen.

“I fixed you some Earl Grey this time. Figured you needed the bergamot to clear your mind a bit.”

“Thank you, Mrs. Allen. Earl Grey is my favorite.”

“I know. I reckon Susan told me that. Leastwise, somebody did. Now, tell me. What do you make of Margaret Connell’s letter?”

I sipped the lemony warm tea and mentally organized what I’d learned from the letter. I’m a list maker, so I visualized facts listed down the page. “I guess the first thing is: it seems the Reba Connell in the letter is my great grandmother McNeal, because I found a census reference stating her maiden name was Connell. The second thing is: the date of 1882 on the letter matches with about when she was born. So it would make sense that she could have come over here as a baby. Maybe that’s why I don’t find a birth record for her. Do I understand that relatives of your cousins, the Sorleys, raised Reba as their daughter?”

“Yes, that’s the way I read it. Seems like they didn’t have children of their own so they took in a Connell cousin from over in Seneca, South Carolina. Little Reba.”

“Does that make us related?”

“Lordy, I guess it would make us distant relatives, though I’m not smart enough to figure just how. Course, you know what they say,” she said with a mischievous smile, “you start climbing back down that family tree and a whole lot of us are related that wouldn’t necessarily want to be.”

The name Aiken Beauchamp came to mind. “True. From what Margaret Connell says, Reba’s father was less than one generation away from slavery, and that’s why Nola came south to have the baby. Apparently, she wanted to hide Reba’s heritage by raising her with South Carolina relatives.”

“Well, I suspect that’s been done a lot of times over the last three hundred years.”

“I’m sure you are right. I’ve read enough about slavery and American history to know that. Still, finding a relative who was a slave is a shock. Here I am, as fair and Caucasian looking as they come, and I have African genes swimming around in my pool. Of course we don’t know what percentage non-white Aiken Beauchamp was. His father could have been white, or perhaps another slave from Baltimore. The letter refers to his mother as mulatto. So, she would have been mixed race also. There were many Spanish, and French in the West Indies. Who knows? I wish we had pictures of them.

“The letter only says Beauchamp was considered ‘a person of color’ in 1882, alluding to the fact that he would experience the same discriminations as any other black man, no matter his percentage of non-white genes. By his skin color, it sounds as though he could have moved easily into white society, had he been able to manufacture different birth records. Many people probably did that, or maybe moved to states that were more relaxed about proving family history. Can you believe society was ever like that?”

Mrs. Allen attached a wayward strand of salt-and-pepper hair into the single braid reaching down her back, and answered. “Yes ma’am, I can believe it. I sure can. That’s just the way it was back then and for a long time afterwards. And I’ll tell you what. It wasn’t just freed Negro slaves who were treated that away. Chinese folks, American Indians, and my kin as well. Most couldn’t vote or own property.”

She must have registered my puzzled look because she took a deep swallow of her tea and explained. “I believe I done told you I was a Mullins from East Tennessee. Guess you don’t know what that means.” I shook my head no. “All the Mullins, and Goins, and Breedloves from over there are Melungeon people. Sorleys were, too. Except, early on they moved over here where the wilderness treated everybody the same, and all you needed to buy up the land was cash money. They blended in with the white locals, and afore you knew it, nobody remembered, or cared.

“Now when I was little, over in East Tennessee, they still cared. We Melungeon kept to ourselves. Had to. Lots of locals who hadn’t been in East Tennessee half as long as us treated us like dirt, or worse. Some’d move to the other side of the street if they saw us coming. Some wouldn’t even sell our women a piece of cloth from the general store.

“And I can tell you this, when one of the Sorleys introduced me to Mr. Allen, my daddy didn’t like it one little bit. He thought Mr. Allen would treat me like hired help, or worse, on account of us being who we were. And because of the age difference, I reckon. By then Mr. Allen’s boys was mostly grown, and I wasn’t but a year or two older than them. But you see, it worked out fine all the days till he died, bless his soul. He was as good a man as there ever was. I didn’t want no children back then, just wanted to work my herb gardens and dream my dreams. That was all right by him. He didn’t care a fig I was Melungeon. Didn’t never even want to talk about it. He shut my daddy up by giving me my own bank account. My get-away-money he called it. Said iffen I wasn’t happy with him, I could always take my money and go on back to East Tennessee.”

An unusual arrangement for the 1940s, especially when most women didn’t even have their names on a bank account back then, much less have one of their own. I wondered if the wisdom to leave a wife her independence had been passed down to my Daniel.

“I read an article in the Our State magazine about the Melungeon heritage being traced by DNA evidence to the Portuguese. Right?”

“That’s right. Us Melungeon always told we came from the Portuguese who settled here before the English. The English, they didn’t believe us. Or didn’t want to believe us, cause that meant we got here first. Though only Lord knows why that would even matter. But you know those old-time English—always had to hold themselves better than somebody. They put us in with the mixed blood of Cherokee, or Creek, and Africans for a long time. Then they said we was gypsies, and that wasn’t any better. Even in the 1920s, our men couldn’t vote. It’s only been in the last ten or so years that the truth of us being Portuguese was proved. I reckon that’s one reason that letter has stayed in my heart over the years. I felt sorry for little Reba and for Mr. Aiken Beauchamp. Course, seems like little Reba was raised as a daughter by the Sorleys. And that’s okay, too. I say family is who loves you and takes care of you, no matter what the blood is, or isn’t. Wouldn’t you say so, Miz Promise?”

A bell jingled behind me and I turned to see a red, yellow and brown painted bird pop out from his house on the wall. “Coo-Coo, Coo-Coo, Coo-Coo,” he announced. Three o’clock. “Good heavens. I had no idea I’d stayed so long.” I rose from the table and took my cup to the sink. “I hope I haven’t kept you too long from your chores. And,” I added, “I hope little Missy will come out from her hiding place when she sees me leave. She must be getting cold playing outside for so long.”

Mrs. Allen walked me to the door. “Mercy me, that little thing would run these hills till she froze if I didn’t talk her inside. You take that letter on with you. I expect it belongs with you.”

As I backed my Subaru around and inched down the steep drive, I may have seen someone in my rear view mirror running from Mrs. Allen’s well house to the porch; or, it may have been only the slanted late afternoon sunlight. Turning right toward home, I realized I’d forgotten to ask Mrs. Allen about Lewis and Adeline Redmond. It seemed that I’d heard the Redmond name, though I couldn’t place where.
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A tall person wearing a black leather jacket—an image of the Roadrunner stitched in yellow and white on the back—leaned against my pasture fence. I say person because, from the back, the thick, wavy blond hair cascading onto the shoulders could have belonged to either Marilyn Monroe or a member of the flashy world of prime-time wrestling. I could hear Alfie barking from the house as I pulled my Subaru next to the kitchen porch and got out.

“Can I help you?” I called, and unlocked the door to let Alfie out. The hound jumped up and planted large slobbery kisses on my cheek, before he ran for the person standing on “his” turf. I wasn’t sure if Alfie would greet the stranger with kisses or take a hunk out of his butt. My visitor turned toward me and braced himself against the fence for Alfie’s tackle. He was a guy, a skinny guy, whose narrow chest seemed lost inside his oversized bombardier’s jacket.

“Sorry, he’s just excited. He won’t bite. At least I don’t think so.” I covered the space between us and grasped Alfie’s new red collar. “Down Alfie. Be nice and sit. Sit boy.” Wonder of wonders, the dog sat.

My visitor retreated a foot or so, and brushed Alfie’s paw prints from his clean jeans. His attempt at a smile was too tight to be friendly. “I’m Shane Long. Susan told me to come by about the burned barn,” he explained in a flat North Carolina twang. Both hands went up to push the blond waves behind his ears, exposing a long, tanned face, pocked with acne scars. The sparse goatee did nothing to fill out his almost nonexistent chin. I was struck by how unfair Mother Nature had been to this young man— to give him hair some women would kill for, and then pair it with a face more homely than handsome.

“Ah, yes. The contractor. Right? I wasn’t expecting you until tomorrow.”

“I was heading out this way already, so I took a chance you’d be home.”

“Well then. Glad I got back when I did.” I realized there was no truck in the drive. Surely he didn’t walk. “How did you get out here?”

He motioned with a hitchhiker’s thumb to the back of the house. “I rode my new Harley. Had to park it around back on the concrete apron to the rear porch, on account of the kickstand wasn’t holding here in the dirt and gravel. I could pour you a cement walk up to the kitchen steps on this side of the house while I’m here fixing the barn, if you want.”

I nodded my approval of his idea, and we walked around the house to the rear yard with Alfie trotting along side, drooling and smiling as he followed. Yes, there was, indeed, a large, incredibly shiny black motorcycle parked close to my rear porch steps. The behemoth spoke power, arrogance, and a don’t- mess-with-me attitude. I would bet, as it traveled the twisting mountain roads, the dazzling silver exhaust pipes screamed like the baritone voices of hell. No wonder Alfie was barking his head off when I drove into the drive. The dog was probably scared half to death by the noise.

Shane looked at me expectantly, perhaps waiting for a compliment on the motorcycle. I don’t know a Harley from a hairnet, but I didn’t want to hurt his feelings. “Wow. Very impressive. You must be very proud.”

Now he really smiled—a large sincere grin, his eyes a luster of rhinestones—a pleasant face, after all. “I am proud. That’s fact.” He ambled over to give the Harley a loving rub with a clean white handkerchief from his hip pocket. “Been saving my whole life for this big beauty. She’s my dream come true. Everybody needs a dream. Don’t you reckon?”

A dream? How wonderful to be young and think of dreams as events happening down the road rather than episodes of sleep disruption. I’d gladly trade my own nighttime dreams, peopled with restless souls traveling eternity, for daytime wishes and wants.

We left the motorcycle and walked to the burned patch in the goat yard. I held the dummy end of the tape for Shane to measure and record the dimensions of the barn in his pocket-sized spiral notebook. We discussed siding the new structure with Hardi-Plank, a concrete based material he assured me was immune to curious goats with a habit of chewing anything within reach of their cute little mouths, and settled on a new dark green metal roof. Within fifteen minutes, he promised to call me the next day with a price for the barn, and was riding away on his rumbling two-wheeled dream.

Alfie and I went inside to check on Cat and Junior. They were both asleep on top of the dryer, food bowl empty, and water bowl turned over onto the utility room floor. “All right, Mister,” I admonished Alfie, “if you want the luxury of sleeping in front of the kitchen fireplace while I’m out, no eating the cat food, and no dumping over the water bowl.” The hound tugged on one end of the towel as I wiped up the mess. “Come on, I forgot to buy dog food while I was in town. You can ride with me, instead of staying to watch the kitties.”

I made a quick survey of the fridge contents and snapped on Alfie’s red leash, a stylish match to his new collar. “Auntie Susan brought you this. She’s a thoughtful person.” I’m sure the hound agreed, and we locked up and headed for the Subaru.

Alfie is a natural traveler. He knows just where to stand in the back seat to balance his weight going around our tightly curved mountain roads. If only he didn’t insist on hanging his head over my right shoulder and drooling down my neck. I drove slowly, giving him time to get his sea legs, and about a mile from the house we saw Shane’s motorcycle parked off to the right on a wide turnout at the base of Fire Mountain. Alfie barked. I pulled over to make sure Shane hadn’t had engine trouble. I didn’t see him, but I did see a hiker’s trail leading from the turnout into the woods. I assumed an afternoon hike was the reason Shane had plans to come out my way, even before Susan’s call.

About an hour later, when Alfie and I came back from town, the motorcycle was still there. By then, dusk was smothering daylight and the temperature was dropping. It would be full dark by the time I reached home. Tiny crystalline flecks of snow peppered the windshield. Thunder groaned low in the valley. Cruel weather for the end of March. My buttery-yellow daffodils already nodded in a sunny patch of the back yard, yet Mrs. Allen was correct. Winter wasn’t done with us yet. If I hadn’t been so sleep deprived from my ordeal of the night before, I’d probably have questioned Shane’s Harley still parked on the grassy shoulder.

By eight o’clock I’d eaten a bowl of Susan’s delicious homemade butternut squash soup. Did I mention Susan finished a degree in culinary arts over in Asheville last year? The girl is amazing. Just as I was getting out of the shower, the phone rang. Running for it was out of the question, I was way too tired for that, but I did manage to pick it up on the fourth ring, just before it rolled over to voice mail.

“Promise, don’t hang up.”

“I wasn’t going to hang up, Daniel. I was going to say, hello.”

“Are you okay?”

“Yes, I’m fine. Just extremely tired. How about you?”

“Me?” Daniel made the “me” sound like I’d asked him the most absurd question in the universe. “Jesus, Promise. How can you be so flip? I’m not the one whose property was vandalized in the dead of night by some crazy arsonist. Susan just called me. Why didn’t you
call me? You’d have to know I’d be worried sick about you.”

I grabbed my terry robe from the back of the bathroom door and wrapped up. If I was forced to endure Daniel sending me on a major guilt trip for not calling him about the barn fire, I wanted to be warm for the ride. “I didn’t call you because you left angry with me, and I wasn’t sure you even wanted to talk to me. Besides, it was just the hay barn— hardly a seven o’clock news story. Of course, I really need the space for storing hay…” I heard myself rambling on like an old woman and stopped to reorganize my thoughts before I continued. Daniel let the silence alone. He’s good at that, sometimes.

“Everything’s under control. No one was hurt. Susan sent Shane Long over to give me a price on rebuilding the barn. She says you know Shane, that he’s an okay guy.” The sound of fizzy liquid over ice cubes came from Daniel’s end of the line. “You drinking a Coke? I’ve never known you to drink a Coke.”

“I’m a North Carolina Tar Heel. We drink Pepsi. You Georgia Crackers drink Coca-Cola. I’m drinking a soda because the ribs I ate for supper gave me indigestion. Probably because I was so worried about you.”

“How could you have been worried at supper? You told me Susan just now called you.”

“Well, she did…but that’s beside the point. I’m still worried.”

I was trying hard not to react to Daniel’s digs. “So, is Shane Long a good choice for rebuilding the barn?”

Daniel took a long noisy drink before he answered. “Yeah, he’s okay. The worst I can say for him is he used to run with the Goddard twins in high school. But I think he’s put them behind and grown up. He’s had his own construction business for three or four years now. How come you didn’t call Mac and report someone torched your barn?”

“I don’t know that the barn was torched. Maybe it was some freaky natural thing.”

“Yeah, it was probably a freaky natural thing, all right. Some freak with two legs, a box of Diamond matches, and a half-gallon jug of gasoline.”

“The firemen didn’t see any evidence of gasoline. They couldn’t tell how it started.”

“Well, that’s why you should’ve called the sheriff. We have an arson unit in the county. They need to investigate. Who have you pissed off lately?”

“You mean besides you?”

He laughed. I wished he were beside me. Daniel’s laugh is warmer than my terry robe. “Let me rephrase that question. Are you working on a case for that attorney down in Atlanta? Maybe stirring up trouble? Anyone angry enough to want to hurt you?”

Why doesn’t anyone remember the consulting jobs I do for Garland Wang where nothing out of the ordinary happens? Where no one even remembers my name, much less wants to hurt me. I interview the folks; do my research, testify in court as an expert witness, collect my fee, and go home. No excess excitement. No snakes nailed to my door, no one shooting at me, no contraband cigarettes raining all over my Subaru.

“Fletcher Enloe asked the same question, and the answer is no; I’m not working on a case for Garland Wang.”

“Then it has to be a meth-head husband, or boyfriend, belonging to one of the domestic violence victims you’re counseling. Has to be one of them sons of bitches…they’re ruining Perry County with their shit drugs and violence. Used to be all we had to worry about was some local boy making a little shine on the side or growing a field of pot. Now look at what we got. I swear to God, I’d be happy to hang every one of them. Public hanging. Right on the square in downtown, make an example of them.”

“Daniel, Daniel, please, calm down. You’ll give yourself a heart attack.” Meth creeping into the Western North Carolina Mountains was a hot button for Daniel. In his mind, redemption or rehab didn’t apply to methamphetamine. It was catch’em and hang’em. Simple as that. I could understand his hard line opinion. As a counselor, I’d seen the violence and waste of human potential meth brings. But that didn’t mean I wouldn’t try to help victims caught in the tsunami of the drugs.

“We don’t have any idea the barn burned because of my work with family violence victims.” I could feel my blood pressure, and my voice, rising. “What would you have me do, refuse to help because I’m afraid? Which I am not. Don’t you see, that’s just what those guys want? Isolate their women and children, and then scare the rest of us into hiding from them so they keep control. We have to break the cycle, if for no other reason than for the children.”

“No use preaching, to me, Babe. I understand. I’ve seen the billboards, ‘Love Shouldn’t Hurt.’ And I agree, love shouldn’t hurt. But why you? You’re too old to be worrying about some fool coming after you just because you are trying to help his woman.”

“Oh Daniel, please! Too old? I can’t believe you said that. At what age do we hang it up and play safe? I do what I’m trained to do. If I don’t, someone else might not do it. Then the bad guys win.”

“Don’t yell at me, Babe. I’ll be home tomorrow night. Let’s talk then, okay? No yelling. I’ll try not to be bullheaded. Right now, I gotta go down to the hotel lobby and see if I can find some Tums.”

“There’s nothing to talk about. I said everything I have to say. I’m hanging up the phone now. Thank you for your concern. I hope your stomach quiets down, and I hope you have a safe trip home from your cattlemen’s thing…your meeting. Whatever.”
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The next morning my shoes crunched across hoarfrost on the grass when I left the house. The Weather Channel said we would be in the fifties by afternoon, but this morning I was grateful to find leather gloves nesting in my coat pocket. My mission, after a visit with my neighbor, Fletcher Enloe, was an appointment with a retired minister who was somewhat of an historian for the First Methodist Church. First Methodist was the oldest church in Perry County, and, according to records I’d found in the library, January McNeal and Reba Connell were married there. Records also indicated Reba and a McNeal child were buried in the church’s cemetery.

I don’t know what made me think I could have a civil conversation with Fletcher Enloe. He positively lives to wind me up. You’d think, after earning a doctorate in psychology, and spending years counseling unhappy people, I could rise above his sharp jabs at life, and at me. Not so. The conversation positively rained verbal javelins.

“Ain’t you got chores at home? Something better to do than banging on my door asking questions? Sure seems to me like you got a swarm of bees in your bonnet about old January all the sudden.”

Fletcher seemed to be trying not to smile, but the fun he was having sparked behind his blue eyes and gave him away. How is it this man is almost eighty and doesn’t wear glasses, except to read? I can’t even tell the color of the clock without my contacts, let alone the correct time.

“It isn’t all of the sudden. You’re the one who told me a year ago that you thought I had kinfolks who once lived in Perry County. I’m just following up on what you said.”

“How come you asking questions this morning of all mornings, iffen you been thinking about it for a year?”

I could feel my teeth grinding together with frustration. There was no way I was going to tell Fletcher Enloe that I’d now had two dreams starring my great grandfather, both leaving me with a sense of urgency to find answers. “Fletcher, please just answer my question. Have you seen a burned out cabin near a waterfall up on Fire Mountain, or not?”

“It’s my land, ain’t it? I reckon I’ve walked about every square foot of it since I bought it off the Sorleys. Iffen old January’s cabin was to be there, I’d know it, now wouldn’t I?”

“Is that a yes? You’ve seen the cabin?”

“Course I seen it. Hit’s a far piece up the mountain. Don’t you go traipsing up there looking for it. You’ll get lost in the mostest laurel thicket you ever want to happen on. You hear me, girl? Come warmer weather I’ll take you to see it. There ain’t nothing but rotting timbers and a scrap of a chimney left anyhow. But like as not, it’s your great granddaddy’s place. That is if the stories are true. You can ask that prissy Methodist preacher-man about the stories. Yes ma’am, you go ahead and ask him why they tossed old January out of the Methodist church. He’ll no doubt give you an ear full.”

“How’d you know I have an appointment with Mr. Kolb?”

Fletcher smiled like a little elf about to do a victory dance. “Cause some old men ain’t got nothing better to do than gossip. Me, I’m going fishing where there’s less conversation and more peace and quiet.” With that announcement, Fletcher closed the door, leaving me standing alone on his front porch.

The man I found waiting for me in the church library was a tall, older gentleman wearing a starched, white, long-sleeved dress shirt, brown tweed blazer, and red tartan bowtie. From the yellowish tones to his thinning gray hair, I’d say Mr. Kolb was once a blond. From the pink blush to his fair cheeks, I’d also say he shaved this morning in honor of our appointment.

I don’t know why Fletcher would say Mr. Kolb was prissy. I found him scrubbed clean and smelling of Old Spice cologne, but not prissy. Mr. Kolb turned out to be a lot more informative than Fletcher Enloe. In fact, once the introductions were said and we settled in soft cushioned, wing back chairs, he was positively chatty.

“I don’t mind admitting to you, Ms. McNeal, I was fascinated by your inquiry regarding your relative, Mr. January McNeal. Your great grandfather, did you say?”

I nodded, yes.

“It’s been years since I was asked about anything as interesting as a former parishioner. Usually a new pastor or committee chairperson wants to know about business or building issues—the budget in 1976, who donated funds for refurbishing the nursery—that sort of thing. But a chance to research a real person, now that is exciting.”

I nodded again and interjected what I hoped was a small push to get him to the point. “And did you find anything interesting in the church records about my family?”

He reached for a slim file folder on the table and opened it on his lap. “Well, yes I did. Though I’m not at all sure you will be happy with what I found. The event doesn’t seem to recall one of the finest hours of our church. And it may not give you the great grandfather you hoped to find.”

Well, I already knew from my dream that January had stood on the wrong side of the Perry County jail walls. What else could he tell me? “Oh, don’t worry, Mr. Kolb. I really don’t have any preconceived notions about January. Were you able to determine if he and Reba Connell were married here in the Methodist church?”

“Oh, yes,” he replied and handed me a very poor copy of a church ledger. “In 1900, the church was not the present grand sanctuary with its carved doors and stained glass windows of course. Then it was only the small brick building we presently use for staff offices. But the church was well attended, and the members were careful record keepers. Our marriage ledger notes Enid and Joab Sorley were witnesses at the marriage ceremony.”

If I squinted just right, I could read the Sorley’s signatures, and that of the officiating minister, on the ledger page. Mr. Kolb handed me a second page. This copy was even harder to read.

“Granted, it is difficult to decipher the words. However, I’ve had many years of practice reading the old records, so I can tell you what it says. It would appear that the McNeals had a child, a son, Ephraim, who was born in September 1900 and died in March 1901. He was buried in the church cemetery. Another son was born 1902.”

“That would be my grandfather, James. I believe he was born in 1902. I wasn’t aware until recently that another child was born before my grandfather James.”

“Sadly, it would seem so. Not unusual during those times. So many diseases lurked in the water, or came with the hard winters and hot summers. Couldn’t just drive down to the doctor and get a prescription for an antibiotic, now could we?”

January’s voiced echoed from my dream, take the baby and run, he cried out through the jail bars. “Do you know if March 1901 was the time of the great fire that burned most of Fire Mountain?”

“Yes, that does sound right…somewhere just after the turn of the century. Could have been 1901. That little mountain was called Sorley’s Knob before the fire. You’ll see it named that way on most of the old maps.” A look of recognition dawned across his face. “Ah, I see where you are going. I’m sorry, there doesn’t seem to be a clue as to how the baby died. But if he did die in that fire, that could be a clue as to January’s, shall we say, emotional outbursts alluded to later on in the church records.”

I listened with half an ear to Mr. Kolb and remembered what else January said in the dream. He was screaming something that sounded as though it came from the Old Testament. Rise up oh Israel. Was that what January said? I turned back to Mr. Kolb. “Tell me about the emotional outbursts.”

After a deep breath, and a quick nervous adjustment of his plaid bowtie, Mr. Kolb extracted several sheets of paper from the file and handed them to me. “Look over these as I tell you the story—at least as much of the story as I could glean from the church records. The rest may be lost in time.

“What you have in your hand is the letter from the church membership committee informing Mr. McNeal that his name is being stricken from the membership rolls. The other three papers detail the meeting, or hearing, if you will, conducted to decide if that action would be taken or not. You will see that Mr. McNeal did not choose to attend.”

I must have frowned as though I’d bitten into a persimmon. I’d heard of Amish being banned and Catholics being ex-communicated, but I’d never heard of a Methodist being thrown out of the church.

Mr. Kolb extended his hands toward me. “I know you must be upset. But here is the remainder of the story. The pastor at the time spoke against expelling Mr. McNeal. His testimony is quite passionate and, by my reading, convincing. He admonishes the committee that it is the Christian duty of the church to stand by those in need and sorrow. However, two members of the committee recounted several incidents where Mr. McNeal was arrested by the local sheriff for disrupting the peace at various gatherings in town, as well as on the Methodist Church grounds. It would appear Mr. McNeal was a self- proclaimed apocalyptic preacher, anointed by the Holy Spirit, he claimed. As such, Mr. McNeal lost no opportunity to preach turning away from sin, and strictly following the Bible’s written word. Apparently, his opportunities also included speaking out, uninvited, during Sunday morning church services.”

I felt my frown relax into a slight smile. So, my great grandfather was somewhat of a rabble-rouser. Surely January’s behavior was harmless, a little over the top maybe, but not enough to get him arrested? Or thrown out of the church? I must have inherited the tendency to want everyone to straighten up and fly right from old January—certainly it didn’t come from my hard-drinking, poker-playing dad. Hard for some of us McNeals—meaning me—to see the shades of gray between the black and white of life. “I’m sorry, what exactly do you mean by apocalyptic preacher?”

Mr. Kolb folded his hands in his lap and looked off into the distance. I feared a long dissertation on church theology was at hand.

“Well, Ms. McNeal,” he began, “You might say your great grandfather lived in a very interesting period for much of American Protestantism, and the Methodist Church especially. For you see, around the turn of the twentieth century, this country experienced what was to be called The Third Great Awakening. It was all very exciting, a veritable revolution in accepted church theology. I could go on and on about that exhilarating phenomenon, but we don’t have the time today. Let’s just say two factions fighting for dominance within the Methodist Church emerged to do battle. One side gravitated to the newly emotionally expressed holiness, or Pentecostal movement, where a second baptism by the Holy Spirit was said to enliven the gifts of healing and prophesy. This group of believers felt called directly by God to preach the literal word of the Bible, the Second Coming of Christ, and to stamp out social ills such as liquor, gambling, violence, and so on.”

“I can imagine wanting to stamp out liquor in the Western North Carolina Mountains where moonshine was king, wasn’t very popular.”

“No doubt you are correct. Though the Methodist Church has always been, officially, against the consumption of alcohol. At any rate, the more Pentecostal over-enthusiasm for the literal interpretation of the Bible put them in disagreement with some of the accepted Reform Christian theology of the times. As Methodists, we don’t believe a person need be born again to experience salvation. Nor do we believe speaking in tongues is necessary for understanding God’s message for mankind.

“I could go on and on about the differences. Suffice it to say that during your great grandfather’s time these issues were hotly debated and opinions expressed no less vehemently than Democrats and Republicans do today. Except for those debating during those times, it was not a matter of who would govern the country for the next four years. Salvation itself was at stake. Heaven reunited with Jesus, or everlasting damnation served in hell’s own fires. Serious business Ms. McNeal. Serious business, indeed.”

He paused, perhaps gauging whether I was paying attention to his history lesson, and then finished his answer to my original question. “Short version: an apocalyptic preacher tells of the end of days, the Apocalypse, the Second Coming of Jesus, and believes he is charged by the Holy Spirit to bring the unenlightened to salvation.”

“I see,” I replied. Though I really didn’t. Being raised as a not particularly zealous Episcopalian, I could recite the General Confession and find the hymns in the back of the Book of Common Prayer, but I knew little about the Apocalypse, or the Second Coming. “And the other faction? What did they believe?”

A satisfied smile settled on Mr. Kolb’s face. “That faction, the majority and prevailing thought, held the idea that Methodist belief is rooted in reason, education, and intelligence. It is by reason that one asks questions of faith, and by reason one understands the will of God.”

“So you are telling me that January McNeal was out of step with the prevailing thoughts of the church, so they took away his membership?”

Mr. Kolb flinched at my assessment. “Well, let’s not be unduly harsh on them, shall we. I believe it was a little more than being out of step. There seemed to be a great deal of irritation with Mr. McNeal’s outbursts during the Sunday worship services. From what I read in the testimonies given at the meeting, they, with the exception of the minister, all felt Mr. McNeal would be more comfortable with one of the newly formed Holiness congregations. However, I think it was the unfortunate business about the grave robbery that caused such decisive actions on their part.”

My fingers clenched around the papers in my lap. “What grave robbery?”

Mr. Kolb reached across the distance between our chairs and pointed to one of the sheets of crumpled papers. I lifted that page to the top of the stack. At this close distance, his cologne lingered in the space between us. I had a panicky urge to run outside and fill my lungs with fresh cold air.

“I believe the committee report gives scant details about an investigation by the sheriff into the graves of Mrs. McNeal and the baby being disturbed.”

“Are you saying someone tried to dig up my great grandmother, and the child?”

“Not tried, Ms. McNeal. Did. The account says the graves were found open and empty. The High Sheriff, as he was called in that day, was summoned to investigate. Apparently, much of Perry County, including the High Sheriff, thought January McNeal felt compelled to take his wife and child because he believed Jesus was returning soon to claim the faithful. Why he may have felt Jesus could not claim his wife and child in the Methodist cemetery, we do not know. Nothing was ever proven, of course.”

Grave robber? How could anyone take a shovel and dig up the grave of a person he loved? Even a person he didn’t love? I mean, even the physical strength it would take to lift an occupied wooden coffin out of a six-foot deep hole was beyond my imagination. Bizarre. That was the only word I could assign to January’s actions. Maybe my great grandfather wasn’t harmless, after all. I remembered January McNeal from another dream. He stood erect in a wooden wagon—long gray hair lifting in the wind— snapping reins over an old horse’s back, urging the mare up the rutted logging road behind my house. I could hear metal wagon wheels creaking, laboring to climb Fire Mountain. Now I wondered, what was lying under the black tarp in the bed of the wagon?
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Outside the Methodist Church, sitting in the safety of my comfortable blue Subaru, I willed my racing heart to slow down. I’m a psychologist. I have experience with religious fanaticism, delusions, and schizophrenia—just not in my own family. First I’d learned Reba was descended from a West Indian slave, and now I find out January’s reality was marginally on this side of a Stephen King plot. I flipped the visor mirror down and stared at the slightly freckled face and pale green eyes. The person looking back from the mirror was somehow different. Did Reba give me my wavy hair? Whose eyes are those? Where did the seeds of January’s twisted logic grow in my soul?

My mind jumped to wondering what my son Luke would think if he knew about January and Reba. Of course, he has his secrets, too. Going blithely about the world masquerading as an employee of Acadian Oil, when I’m almost certain he works for some government agency, maybe even the CIA—God forbid. Still, I couldn’t envision introducing our McNeal ancestor to him. I expect Luke would be embarrassed. Or, in his young and flippant way, he would be amused and tell his dad, my ex-husband—the super jock, know-it-all, Atlanta cop, R.B. Barnes— who’d say he always knew my whole family, including yours truly, was nuts. No, I certainly didn’t want to share anything I’d learned about January McNeal with Luke, or R.B. Barnes.

Then there was Fletcher Enloe. My heart began another wild tap dance. I was angry enough with him to spit nails. That old troublemaker had known about January all along. Why didn’t he tell me the whole story about my great grandfather and save me the humiliation of hearing the tale from a total stranger? You better believe I’d be asking him that question before the day was out. At the moment, I needed a friend, and chocolate, so I pulled my car out of the church parking lot and headed for Granny’s Store.

Just driving up in front of Granny’s made me feel better. Former owners who converted the barn to a general store left the wide, rough sawn siding when they remodeled, painting it a warm brown, reminiscent of the tobacco that once cured there. They added a porch and two large store front windows across the front, but left the chunky, speckled gray, native rock pillars elevating the four corners, giving the barn a big-eyed, russet chicken roosting in-the-dirt, kind of look. I liked it. Shushing sounds of the Little Tennessee River as it washed across sand and rocks met me as I crossed the gravel parking lot.

Too bad my foray into being a country shopkeeper wasn’t profitable because the comfort factor alone was worth thousands toward making me a happier person. Just then, the Shoulda-Woulda-Coulda Girls Committee in my head reminded me I could not write checks to pay bills out of a comfort account. Sad, but true. For good luck, I gave the ancient, metal Nehi Orange sign hanging by the front door, a tap as I passed. The squeaking complaint from its rusty metal chain was a friendly and reassuring hello. I told the Girls Committee to take a hike down by the river and stepped inside Granny’s Store.

Other than Susan leaning over her laptop behind the checkout counter, the place was deserted. That was fine with me. I needed to talk in private. She smiled at me when I came in, and I felt better. “Hey there. You come to keep me company? Get yourself a cup of coffee. I just made it.”

I poured myself a cup, added extra cream, and took a giant sized Hershey’s bar from the shelf. “You want a chocolate?”

“No, too near lunch. Hey, did you see the Goddard twins driving in?”

“I bit into the sweet, melt in your mouth chocolate. Umm, good. “Lord no. I know you saw them recently at McDonald’s, but what were they doing in here? Did they bother you?”

Susan frowned. “Not likely. They know I keep a sawed off baseball bat under the counter. They were sweet as can be, which tells me they are up to no good. Bought all the D cell flashlight batteries, though.”

Over my coffee and the remainder of the chocolate bar, I recounted my visit with Mrs. Allen and explained I couldn’t be positive the little girl was real, because I hadn’t seen her. However my sense was that Mrs. Allen did not show any signs of dementia, and I believed there was a little girl. Where she came from was another issue, because I also sensed Mrs. Allen was not telling the truth about the child being a relative, and was holding back some piece of information about the child. I didn’t mention Mrs. Allen and the burning kitchen chair. I don’t know why. I just didn’t.

Susan listened, her concern obvious. “I know Daddy, and all of us, will be glad if she’s not making up imaginary children. But still, that’s something weird going on when MaMa is so secretive about where the child came from. I vote we give her another few days, and if she doesn’t volunteer the truth, we go over there and confront her.”

I didn’t relish the idea of being part of a confrontational committee, though I agreed with Susan. Once we’d exhausted the subject of the mysterious child, I gave Susan the short version of everything I’d learned from Rev. Kolb and Mrs. Allen about my McNeal relatives in Perry County. Susan ran both hands through her close-cropped black hair, making the spikes she’d moussed in that morning stand straight up at attention. “Good Lord. That is really creepy. You must have been gobsmacked when old Rev. Kolb told you about the grave robbery.”

“I don’t know what gobsmacked means, but I probably was. Wait. Wasn’t a gobsmack one of those amazing candies from Charlie and the Chocolate Factory?”

Susan rolled her eyes. “No, those were Gobstoppers. If you’re gobsmacked, it’s like somebody slapped you in the face with whatever it is you’re hearing.”

I nodded, glad we’d cleared up that bit of confusion, and Susan continued. “So, how do you feel about your great granddaddy maybe digging up his wife and child? Or about Reba being the granddaughter of a slave? Isn’t it amazing that MaMa Allen kept that letter all these years, like it was sitting in the suitcase waiting for you?”

Yes, amazing was one word for it. How do I feel? For the first time, I could empathize with my counseling clients. So many times over the years I’d asked the same question. It wasn’t an easy one to answer. I munched on the chocolate bar and thought for a few moments.

“Okay, here is the thing: I’m happy to know that my great grandmother Reba was raised by Joab and Enid Sorley. They seemed to have wanted her, and what was best for her. It’s like your MaMa Allen said to me, ‘family is who loves you and takes care of you.’ The slave part? That was so long ago that it seems strangely detached from me, and who I am. When I look in the mirror all I see are my Irish and English ancestors looking back at me, though I know Reba and her grandmother are there, somewhere. We are all an accumulation. Aren’t we?

“I don’t even have a name for Aiken Beauchamp’s mother…just that she was a mulatto woman, and a slave. I’d like to know her name. Not knowing seems to make her a non-person, and I don’t want to do that. She deserves more respect than being just ‘a mulatto woman.’ The thing that bothers me most about her is that, as a slave, she probably had no choice about the sexual partner that produced Aiken Beauchamp. It’s hurtful to think that one of my white ancestors would force himself on a woman just because he could, yet I know that is the reality of history. Sure, history shows there were some partnerships between blacks and whites that were based on love, but not many. And were those truly equal relationships? I doubt it.” Thomas Jefferson, and the more recent Senator Strom Thurmond, came to mind.

“But you know, it’s January McNeal who disturbs me, not Reba and her side of the family. His behavior seems so bizarre.” I let my remarks hang in the air and watched Susan’s face for a reaction. I wanted to tell her about January and my dreams, but felt I’d already risked a lot by sharing with Mrs. Allen. I didn’t want Susan to think me as bizarre as January.

Susan was nodding her head. I took that as affirmation she understood what I was saying, and didn’t think me callous about Reba. “It does make me sad to know that Reba’s father felt he couldn’t raise her. Of course, considering the times, I don’t blame him for wanting her to be a white Connell and not a Beauchamp. He probably knew firsthand the kind of discrimination Reba would endure in Baltimore. It was all so wrong. Reba never had a chance to know her father.”

“Oh Lordy, I wouldn’t want to even think about how my life would be if I didn’t have my daddy. The rest of the world might sell me out in a heartbeat, but my daddy would always be there to buy me back. From what you told me about the letter, it sounds like Mr. Beauchamp was a good man. Any man with the heart to cry when he hears his love has passed away has got to be good.”

I agreed with her about Aiken Beauchamp, but wasn’t sure about my great grandfather. “I don’t know what to think about January though. Was he a good man? What kind of loony-tune person would exhume his wife and child because of an idea that Jesus was coming to lift them all up into heaven? And once he dug them up, where would he take them?”

“Shoot, Miz P. you know where he’d take them. Any mountain man worth his salt would take his woman and child to the home place.”

The realization flooded over me. Susan was right. Home would be where January would go. Home to the cabin on Fire Mountain. Up that logging road, in a creaking wagon…

Susan poured me another cup of coffee and smirked. “Loony-tune? Is that an official diagnosis?”

“Well, yeah. When it comes to my own family, I guess I’m entitled to say that.” I was trying to make light of January’s mental state, but all the while, what I’d learned about my great grandfather and great grandmother was nudging me toward a closed room in my mind, a room where sober voices stirred and shadows moved. Even as I stood in Granny’s Store and chatted with Susan, I could feel January pulling me down a hallway to that room where the voices lived. He had something to say, and he wanted to whisper it in my ear. To warm my suddenly chilly arms, I took my coffee and walked over to the front window to stand in a shard of sunlight settling on the wide plank floorboards.

There was a message from Daniel on my home answering machine. I played it through twice. “Hey Babe,” followed by a few seconds of silence. “I don’t like to fight with you. I didn’t set out to make you mad last night. I just worry about you.” Another silence. Then. “Look, I been thinking, if you aren’t wanting to get married, that’s okay.” More silence. “I’ll take whatever you want to give. Just don’t shut me out.” Short silence. Then: “Thought I’d let you know. Time I drive home from the meeting; it’ll be pretty late tonight. I’ll call you in the morning.” More silence. “Or, you could call me. That’d be all right with me. No matter what time.”

Cat and Junior’s food bowl was empty, and I’d left dirty dishes in the sink earlier. Time to think about Daniel’s message as I ran hot water in the sink and gave it a squirt of dishwashing soap. Was he saying he would leave me alone about getting married? Or, was he just smoothing things over to do battle another day? And why was marriage so scary for me anyway? I loved Daniel, and getting married wouldn’t really change our relationship, would it? Who was I kidding? Of course marriage would change things. I’d be risking hanging my heart out there again and…I didn’t want to finish my sentence.

Tears threatened. I washed my face at the kitchen sink, dried it with a paper towel, and grabbed my corduroy jacket from the utility room coat rack. A long walk is always good medicine.

When I had left the house that morning, I put Alfie in the fenced off garden plot, beside the goat pasture— fenced off because without a barrier the deer will eat every last vegetable leaf I manage to grow. Alfie was relegated to a separate area from the goats because Fletcher maintains goats and dogs are sworn enemies. Dogs are close relatives of wolves and coyotes. That association, according to Fletcher, tells dogs that goats are prey and tells goats they could be tonight’s supper. At the moment, Minnie, Pearl, and Alfie were napping in the afternoon sun along the common fence line within three feet of each other. Hard to imagine them as enemies, but to be on the safe side, I left Alfie snoring in the garden, and headed for the abandoned logging road climbing Fire Mountain. If Fletcher wanted to get me arrested for trespassing, then so be it. I needed to find January’s cabin, the waterfall, and the cave.
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Our light morning frost morphed into a glorious, almost warm, afternoon. Was winter truly in retreat? Green was returning to every sunny patch of ground. A determined but hopeful breeze blew from the southwest. A birthing wind, I’d heard MaMa Allen call it. I wasn’t sure exactly what she meant but it sounded like spring to me, and blessed assurance that we’d made it through another winter. Perhaps leaving my beloved Atlanta for the Western North Carolina Mountains had been a stellar decision after all.

Following rain washed ruts, sparkling with mica shavings, I trekked higher up the mountain until I passed a familiar ochre and gray striated outcrop of rocks— wheelbarrow sized boulders protruding from the uphill side of the road as thought hurled there by some long-ago giant. This is where I would usually end my hike. Still within the boundaries of my own land, I’d pause, climb atop one of the rocks, turn to look down on my house, goats, and pasture and then return home with gratitude. Today I walked on, crossing an unmarked line onto Fletcher’s land.

Six hundred feet or so ahead, the road made a wide right curve. I was surprised to find it petering out onto a small grassy plateau no bigger than my driveway turnaround. No more road— only a hillside climbing in a tangle of house high, green, waxy laurels. My legs pulsated from the climb— a good time to sit in the shade and rest. I brushed off a spot under one of the bushes and sat facing the plateau, thinking about how this mountain must have changed since January McNeal’s time. Maybe, in the early 1900s, the road continued up the mountain. I surveyed behind me and decided a road could be lost, swallowed by green, but it would be a steep road; I doubted a wagon could make it up the incline. Maybe January left his wagon here on the flat spot and walked the horse and supplies the rest of the way to the cabin. That would mean everything to build the cabin, and everything it took to live there, would journey the final distance on horseback, or on human back. I couldn’t even imagine how difficult everyday life would be, if I couldn’t drive up to my kitchen door with everything loaded in my Subaru.

I stood, took a few steps into the flat area, and turned around to study the entwined bramble of laurel. It was easy to decide the bushes were taller than my porch roof; not so easy to decide how far the sea of green reached as it pillowed up the mountainside. Was it three hundred feet, or a three thousand? I had the sensation that if I could only lift myself atop the bushes, I could swim to the outer edge. Other than several small, powder gray birds flitting between branches calling cheep-cheep-till to each other, nothing moved in the thicket. Was it too early for snakes to be moving about? I could only hope.

I’d planned to search for January’s cabin from the surety of an old road, not from this shadowy, stunted, laurel tangle. Still, hadn’t Fletcher said the cabin was located near a stand of laurels? I couldn’t ignore the possibility that just beyond the laurels was January’s home place. Another clue I couldn’t ignore came from the library person who helped me with my census research. She remembered hiking Fire Mountain as a child, following a waterfall, and finding the remains of a burned out cabin. I knew from reading my gardening books that laurels thrive near water. So, perhaps if I followed the laurel along the slope to my right, I’d intersect the waterfall.

I hadn’t thought to bring a compass, but I wasn’t really worried. I have always had an excellent sense of direction and prided myself in believing you could drop me just about anywhere, and I’d find my way home. But then, that confidence came from a time when home was Atlanta, and Peachtree Road stretched north and south, marking the direction like an asphalt blaze on the landscape. I registered the afternoon sun to my left, west, and stepped uneasily into the heavy curtain of green.

Deciding to hike with the curve of the ridge in what I calculated was an easterly direction, I climbed gingerly over heavily leafed laurel limbs lying along the ground like gnarled elbows, and at times had to lift the stout branches out of my way, just to move a foot or two forward. Overhead, scraps of sky came and went in the canopy; but in front of me, there were only laurels waiting to slap me and last year’s brown, crumbled leaves strewn on the loamy floor.

Slow progress gave me time to think. Had my handsome father— the here today, gone by Thursday, the next poker game is the big one—James McNeal Jr., known January’s story? What sort of parent was my grandfather James to produce my irresponsible father? Would he have reacted to January’s fundamentalist attitudes by being a casual, spare the discipline, parent? It certainly seemed that way considering how my father turned out. A smile eased across my face as I envisioned my poker playing, Irish whiskey drinking father meeting head on with January McNeal. What a battle of wills that would have been. Now that would have been a show worth the price of a ticket.

After what seemed like hours of threading myself through a hobble of laurels, I stopped to rest and listen, hoping for the sound of a waterfall. Nothing. Not even the wind could find where I sat. I cursed myself for not bringing a bottle of water. What was I thinking? Did I expect the cabin to be located at the end of a yellow brick road?

Quiet expanded in the small space. Thick skewed limbs prodded my arms and face. Without warning, the emptiness rose up behind me—a great arching thing—swelling like a night shadow, taller and taller, covering me and sucking up the air until I had to stand up, push the laurel arms away from me, and draw deep gasps of air into my lungs. Unbuttoning my jacket, I concentrated on breathing deeply and focused uphill on a tall white pine towering above the thicket, its feathery needles waving in the wind. I wanted to be that wind, free in an infinity of sky. Forget stumbling along this ridge searching for a waterfall that I wasn’t sure existed. I had to get out into the open, out of the smothering green closing in around me.

I pushed the panic away and turned uphill to take the steeper slope. I used the laurel branches to pull me forward and, branch-to-branch, I climbed upward, my knees and hands scraping the ground when I stumbled. As soon as I heard the welcome sound of an animal, maybe a squirrel, scratching in the dry ground leaves, my breathing slowed and my panic subsided. I was not alone in the emptiness. Every muscle in my body was straining against the incline. My jacket was torn in several places, but I was moving, moving up the mountainside. Then, as I was learning the rhythm of climbing, the laurel forest abruptly ended as though shaved clean across the face of the mountain. There was open blue sky above and a meadow topped with tall grass ahead.

A trio of crows cawed a welcome overhead. Always the crows—as constant as the cold waters of Fells Creek out my door. Good company, my crows. I looked skyward at the bickering birds, then heard another sound coming from the far side of the clearing, a child’s voice, chanting: Ring around the roses, pocket full of posies, upstairs, downstairs, we all fall down. Then laughter, tinkling like kitten bells, sailed off with the breeze.

I stopped mid-step, scanned the grassy knoll before me, and saw nothing. Deciding the singing was only memory on the wind, I stepped out of the laurel’s dappled shade to stand in the afternoon light on Fire Mountain. The plateau I’d reached stretched maybe three hundred feet side to side then slanted upward into the mountain perhaps half that depth. From where I stood, I couldn’t see my house and barn in the valley below, nor could I see the very top of the mountain. That meant the inhabitants of the meadow were safely out of sight from below and above. Seemed like a good location for a family cabin.

My legs ached and I was winded from the climb. Somewhere to sit and rest for a minute would be a good thing. A few feet from me, a gray object, flattened on top, protruded above wheaten stalks of last year’s grass. I moved to what I assumed was a rock. Not a rock. It was the half carcass of a rusted out washtub, big enough for a Saturday bath. I bent to test whether it would hold my weight, and heard the child’s voice again, singing behind me. Up stairs, down stairs. We all fall down. Fear held me for several pounding heartbeats, telling me it was unlikely any human child was on this mountain. As I willed myself to turn around and face the singing, I think I saw a flit of pink at the edge of my vision. Though I can’t be sure of what I saw and heard, because the color and the song evaporated along an arc of shimmering dust motes spilling into a brilliant yellow forsythia bush.

I waited for the singing to return. When it didn’t, I walked over to touch the first yellow blooms of spring, and that was when I saw the remains of January’s cabin. A still-erect stone chimney and the uprights of a rough-hewn doorframe—charred and pointing skyward like burned finger bones— stood alone. Around those two sentinels, calf-deep rotting wood and rubble lay partially concealed by wild blackberries. Why I hadn’t seen it immediately, I don’t know. Except that now the ruins reminded me of an optical illusion drawing from a child’s coloring book—you know, find the monkey hidden in the trees. Once you see his grinning face you can’t imagine not seeing it.

Had I actually found January’s cabin? Time slowed as I covered the short distance to the cabin and placed my hands against the doorframe. Where the lintel should have been was open sky, the wood support lying on the ground between the frames.

Months ago, I’d had a dream. Or was it a day vision? The cabin fire—a hollow thudding sound of the lintel falling, exploding red sparks and a cloud of soot as it landed across the doorway, the smell of smoke and the sting of ashes blowing into my eyes. And then, two nights ago, January McNeal filled my dreams with cries of anguish. “Run for the cave,” he’d told Reba, “run for the cave.”

Why now January? Why are you traveling the currents of my dreams? What do you want from me?

I looked around half hoping to see a cave cut into the hill behind the cabin. But no, I’d hiked my adopted mountains of Western North Carolina enough times to know cave openings don’t usually appear in the side of a mountain, unless they are remnants of some abandoned mining operation. Mica perhaps, from the days Perry County men tunneled to extract the mineral for the manufacture of isinglass windows for the fledging automobile industry, or, after the advent of electricity, for electrical insulators. More likely, if there were a cave on January’s mountain it would be made by upheavals of rock heaved to the surface as the Appalachian Mountains grew up from the earth’s core, and its entrance would not be obvious.

I walked the perimeter of the cabin through snares of blackberry spines pricking at my pants and hooking their claws into my corduroy jacket sleeves, to the chimney. There I touched stones cut and chiseled by my great grandfather’s hands. As I moved around the chimney, something blue in the grass beyond the cabin caught my eye. Bright blue, and familiar. Leaving the shadow of the cabin for open space, I bent over to pick up the stuffed elephant I’d seen in Mrs. Allen’s kitchen. It was soft and velvety, and warm from the sun. How would the mysterious little Missy’s toy get up here on Fire Mountain? Was Missy the singing child?

My questions went answered. The next thing I remember was hearing what sounded like someone thumping a pumpkin for ripeness and the simultaneous blinding pain in my head as I hit the ground.
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I don’t think I actually passed out, though I’m sure I held onto consciousness by a single thread. The side of my face pressed into the grass, and I could feel the outline of a rock biting against my temple. Nausea waved up and I tried desperately not to throw up. I remember hearing the crows again and focusing off in the distance toward the laurels I’d come from earlier. Through the blur, I thought I saw Mrs. Allen standing among the laurel limbs, a finger to her lips as though to shush me. A waif of a child, pale skin and fairy small, crouched beside her, wispy blond hair blowing about her face. Then, my field of vision was filled with a pair of black dusty boots attached to dirty blue work pants. One of the boots kicked me hard in the shoulder. That was when I passed out.

When I came to, I was sitting up. Dried blood was caked on the left side of my face, and my hands and feet were tied together in front, with red and white, striped, rope.

“You a cop?” asked the skinny, greasy haired man wearing the black boots.

When I didn’t answer right away, he kicked me again, this time in the upper leg.

“You better answer me, bitch. Don’t you see I got this here gutting knife?”

Yeah, I saw the knife all right. He was brandishing it in front of my face close enough for me to read the manufacturer’s mark on the blade. Made in China. “Not a cop,” I slurred.

“Then what the hell you doing up here?” He poked the knife into my left nostril and pricked. Blood coursed down my upper lip and into my mouth.

“I was hiking, just hiking.”

He backed away from me, stamping around in a circle, and making flapping noises as he slapped at the sides of his leather jacket…a leather jacket with the Roadrunner stitched on the back. I leaned into my bound hands and wiped the blood away from my mouth.

His voice was low and desperate. “Don’t hand me that shit. This is the goddamn middle of nowhere. Nothing but trees and snagley bushes. I ain’t seen nothing like a hiking trail, or a hiker, since I came up on that peckerwood yesterday, and he sure as hell wasn’t talking. That’s how I know you ain’t just Sunday walking way up here for fun.” He squatted in front of me, the acrid stink of days of sweat and fear filling my throat. “Now lady, I ain’t ate nothing but one of them crappy granola bars since day before yesterday and need a beer in the worst way. I ain’t got no patience left, so I’m only gonna ask you once. How come you’re up here and how do I get to a fucking road that’ll get me the hell out of here?”

Oh my God. The man was lost.

He stood up, waving the knife skyward. “I can kill you, or not. It’s up to you.”

The report of the rifle popped like a balloon behind me. His whole body jerked and he looked in disbelief at the blood gushing down his leg onto the ground. He turned and staggered toward the laurel thicket, dropping the knife in the leaves. Then he managed to drag himself back. “Help me,” he whined as he stumbled to his knees and fell across me.

I guess I’m not a very nice person. I think I said aloud: I can’t help you, you prick, you tied my hands. All I could think about was rolling him off me so I could breathe, and the sick sensation of his blood soaking my jeans and wetting my legs. As I wriggled under the weight of what I felt by now was surely a dead man, I rolled over on my side and inched my body forward in the dirt. After several kicking and crawling maneuvers, my shoulders were free; I could breath. The unconscious man lay across my lower body. Only a couple more kicks forward and I’d be out from under him.

“Be still woman; I’ll move the bastard,” ordered a voice from over my right shoulder.

The last time I can remember feeling such relief was years ago when I heard a nurse say, “It’s over now, Promise. You have a beautiful baby boy.”

“Fletcher? What are you doing here?”

“That’s one of the problems with you womenfolk,” Fletcher pronounced.

One, of the problems— I was thinking he must have a long list.

“You always want to know more than you need to, can’t never just follow directions, let things be.”

As if women are supposed to be good dogs. Sit when told. My good neighbor rolled the man over and pulled me free. After he cut the ropes with his pocketknife, I shifted my weight to my knees and tried to stand up. Not a good idea—too dizzy. Sat back down hard. Held my head to prevent it from flying off into the sky. I noticed Fletcher was looking through a backpack tossed on the ground near me.

“Is he dead? I guess you felt for a pulse?”

“No pulse. I must’ve hit the femoral artery. He’s as dead as anybody ever was. Even my wife was like that. And she was pretty much a saint.”

What was he talking about? “Your wife was like what?”

“Like you. Always asking questions. Even right there at the last when she was near to passing with the cancer.” He retrieved a foot-long flashlight from the pack, held it out— as though studying the how and why of it—then shoved it back inside.

Some piece of information about a flashlight tried to surface from the back of my mind but was lost in the swirling headache gyrating behind my eyeballs.

“All those years she complained I didn’t say I loved her. Then, at the last, when I told her time and again that I loved her, she wanted to know why. What kind of crazy question is that? Why? Lord God a-Mighty, stay with a woman over fifty years, and she wants to know why I love her?”

In another place and time, I would have been happy to explore poor Mrs. Enloe’s reasons for needing to know why Fletcher loved her before she passed from this world to the next, but not today. Today, I was wet with the blood of a man I didn’t know and having difficulty pushing back the waves of hysteria and nausea flooding over me. “Fletcher, you didn’t answer my question. What are you doing up here?”

He squatted down in front me and answered through gritted teeth. “Cause I told you not to come up here, I figured you would. And cause I heard on the scanner Sheriff Mac has his boys out looking for some low life escaped convict what robbed a Minit-Mart over in Georgia. Say he shot and killed the clerk. Seems his stolen car was spotted broke down yonder about ten miles.”

“Sheriff Mac has you out looking for the man?”

Fletcher made a disgusted harrumph noise. “Christ no. I ain’t no gol-dang deputy. I called the sheriff’s dispatch and told them I was coming up here cause I went to your house and that fool dog was barking his head off in the garden. Done dug a hole under the fence big enough to put my tractor in. Your door’s unlocked, your car in the drive. It didn’t take no genius to figure you were up here looking for January’s cabin. You’re a fool, girl. You know that? A pure fool, walking around out here like it was a fancy shopping mall down in Atlanta. You don’t know the half of what trouble you could find.”

My head must have been clearing, Fletcher was really pissing me off. Before I could muster the energy to argue with him, Sheriff Mac, along with two deputies and my Alfie, trotted up the hill and into the clearing. Fletcher used the butt of his rifle to right himself. I was still too weak to stand. Alfie sniffed the dead man, whimpered, and turned his attention to licking my face.

Mac knelt and scanned the man on the ground, only touching him at the neck to confirm there was no pulse. Then he called to me over his shoulder. “Tie up that hound so he don’t finish ruining the crime scene.” Fletcher tossed me the rope that had bound me. I hooked it around Alfie’s collar and pulled him to me. Mac stood and turned to face my neighbor. I couldn’t see his face; but I’d swear he was smiling. “Looks like you found our Georgia convict, Fletcher. Leastwise I hope so. I’d hate to think you’d shoot a day hiker for trespassing.”

“I don’t see nothing funny about it, Mac, but I reckon it’s him. Son-of-a-bitch was holding that there knife in the leaves over there to Miz Promise’s throat. Had to shoot him from a far piece away. Was aiming for a shoulder shot, but the sun was a-glaring. Hit him in the leg. Got the artery, I expect. He was dead time I hiked down the hill.”

“You holler for him to drop the knife before you shoot?”

“For what? So he could cut her throat, or use her for a shield? You watch too much TV, son.”

The two men faced each other. Silence. Was this what they call a Mexican Stand Off? Finally, Mac turned away from Fletcher to me. “That right, Miz McNeal?”

What did he say? I had the momentary sensation of dancing under a mirrored disco ball— lights and music pulsating. I pressed my fingertips against my temples in an attempt to stop the lights. Okay. Mac wanted to know if Fletcher was describing the way it happened. I remembered being pushed to the ground. Passing out when he kicked me, and waking up with my hands and feet tied. The man was standing over me, ranting and raving about something. I looked past him and thought I saw Mrs. Allen, and a small pale haired girl at the edge of the laurels. Why would Mrs. Allen be up here on Fire Mountain? Mac was waiting for an answer.

“Uh, yes. That’s right. He was waving a knife in my face. Saying he could kill me.” My hand went to the base of my nose and touched dried blood. “He, uh, he cut me with the knife. Made my nose bleed.” I looked down at my legs. His blood had soaked through my jeans, thigh to calf. The denim fabric clung sticky and cold on my skin. I fought a new wave of nausea pushing acid up into my throat. “I…I think he was lost … didn’t know how to get off the mountain…”

My last words were lost when a deputy snapped on latex gloves and picked up the knife. He shouted, “Here it is Sheriff. Looks like one of them knives they use for cutting carpet or vinyl flooring.”

A rush like an ocean wave sang in my ears, and I struggled to my knees and stood up on wobbly legs. “Wait, wait,” I could hear myself saying from a long distance away. “The knife. He, the dead man…I think he found it in the backpack. I recognize the jacket he’s wearing. It’s the Roadrunner. Shane Long’s jacket.” I realized I was probably not making sense and stopped to clear my thoughts.

“What I’m trying to tell you is the man is wearing Shane Long’s jacket. Shane’s a contractor who came to my house yesterday… about rebuilding my barn. That must be Shane’s backpack.” My mind slowly wrapped around the image of Shane’s motorcycle parked along the side of the road. Two days it was parked there. Two days. “Oh my God, oh my God…”

Mac’s soothing voice sounded much like his cousin Daniel’s. He took a couple of steps toward me, but didn’t touch me. I was glad. If he had, I would have given way to the swelling hysteria. “Yes. We know. We found Long’s body this morning, down the mountain apiece toward Fells Creek Road. Somebody cracked the back of his head open. Probably this Georgia man here.”

I sank back down on the ground and buried my face in Alfie’s neck to hide the tears running down my dirty cheeks.
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A deputy driving an ATV arrived and took me down Fire Mountain via a well-traveled path on the opposite side of the ridge I’d hiked up earlier. In less than half the time it had taken me to find January’s cabin, we were breaking out of the woods on the far side of my neighbor Fletcher’s yard, with Alfie trotting happily along side.

I waved goodbye to the deputy and stood on my back porch looking across the pasture to Fire Mountain. It seemed totally implausible that I’d been up there an hour ago with a dead man sprawled over me and my hands and feet tied with red and white striped rope. I held out my wrists, thinking the pattern of the rope was familiar. Didn’t we sell this rope at Granny’s Store—along with other hiking and camping supplies? Supplies like sterno for cooking, and … what was it Susan said? The Goddard twins came in and bought all the D cell batteries? But what did that matter? Shane Long bought this particular rope. It was in his backpack. Why would Shane buy such “girly” red and white rope? He was a contractor. Surely he would have strong utilitarian rope among his tools. This gaily-striped rope looked like something you’d buy if you wanted to make sure you didn’t lose it, or wanted to identify something. My headache, which felt roughly the size of Texas, splintered thoughts about rope into thoughts of getting into the house to find something for the pain. Alfie pushed ahead of me through the kitchen door, determined to be first into the house. Well, he was certainly feeling right at home.

There is no way I would have answered the ringing phone, if I hadn’t recognized the Atlanta phone number. I picked it up and rummaged through a kitchen drawer for Tylenol. “Hey Brooks, What’s up? Talk fast, I’m really busy right now.” I thought it best not to explain my “really busy” was needing to change clothes because I had drying blood sticking to my jeans.

Talking fast does not come naturally to my oldest friend and Grady High School classmate, Brooks Threadgill, the beautifully preserved wife of Fulton County Superior Court Judge Dixon Threadgill. “Well, Sugar, I’ll tell you what.” Brooks somehow extended what to six syllables. “I was sitting there at Salon Rue waiting for my nails to dry, and you will never guess what I heard from some pruney old biddy under the dryer. Course, I have no idea who the woman is, so who knows if the information is the least bit reliable. She is certainly no one I know from the club. But…”

I love Brooks dearly, but she is a snob to the very bottom of her Georgia peaches and cream heart. My teeth were beginning a small chorus of chattering. I was either cold, or the shock of what had happened to me was sinking in. I grabbed a towel from the utility room laundry basket and wrapped it around me. “Hey, sorry to interrupt, but I’m kind of in a situation up here. Maybe I could call you back later?”

“Don’t be a bore. I’m trying to tell you something vital to your future.”

How is it that Brooks has such a knack for making me feel guilty? The Shoulda-Woulda- Coulda-Committee said not to hang up. After all, I was safe, back in my own home—almost unharmed. It wouldn’t kill me to listen to Brooks for a minute. I took a deep breath. “Okay. So, tell me. Cause I really do have to hang up.”

Brooks either sighed or huffed into the phone. It’s hard to know with her because everyone tells her she sounds like Lauren Bacall in The Big Sleep. Thus, she feels compelled to cultivate Bacall’s low, breathy voice. “Do you remember our party last Christmas? The Judge introduced you to that sweet Robert Tarlton?”

“Yes, I remember.” Tacky red and green, holiday plaid cummerbund. Body like a garden gnome. A small garden gnome. I can also be a snob.

“You know he’s a state court judge from Decatur— tons of family money. Well, I didn’t tell you at the time because you can be so starchy, but he called after the party to ask for your phone number. I didn’t give it to him, of course, because I knew he was married.”

“Good girl, Brooks. What does this have to do with the pruney lady?”

“Would you please give me a little damn minute to explain? Honestly, Promise, sometimes you do try my patience.”

I knew I should not have answered the phone. Even if Brooks was having a mini-breakdown, it could have waited. Her breakdowns are never really serious, just very dramatic. It’s my obsessive helping personality. I sucked in another deep breath. “Sorry. Go ahead and explain. In my lifetime, if possible.”

“I’m trying to tell you the pruned, biddy woman was saying that Janice and Robert Tarlton have just divorced. This is an opportunity you cannot overlook. You need to get married before you have absolutely no marketability left.”

My groan stood Alfie’s ears up on alert. I rubbed his head to assure him I was fine. “I’ve been married. Remember? Didn’t work out.”

“Oh I know that. But Promise Honey, you married beneath you. That’s never a good idea. That’s one thing Mama was right about. Oh well, at least you got the silver.”

“I’m not sure about the beneath me part, but I don’t want to get married again, and I surely don’t want some other woman’s balding reject.”

“Don’t be cruel. Robert could get hair transplants. He can afford it.”

“And why do you always say so-in-so ‘got the silver’? What difference does it make who gets the silver?”

“You do not appreciate one damn thing I’m trying to do for you. I swear, it is a wonder we have remained friends for so long. For your information, it matters because the person caught with his, or her, pants down definitely does not get to keep the silver. Thus we all know who is discrete, and who is not.”

“Consequently, we know my ex-husband was not discrete, and was just…”

“I know, just another snake in paradise. That’s what you always say.”

“Right. Randall Barnes—old news. Throw out the paper, or use it for the birdcage. And I don’t want Robert Tarlton. Don’t want to get married.” I wondered for about two seconds if Daniel had put Brooks up to this call—thinking he would look like a prince compared to Tarlton—then dismissed the thought. Daniel is not a devious person by nature. I really had to get Brooks off the phone. I was cold. Even with the towel wrapped around me, my jaws still trembled. Talking about the garden gnome Robert Tarlton, after what I’d been through on Fire Mountain felt like I was living in a Salvadore Dali painting. Too surreal. Even if cutting Brooks short hurt her feelings, I needed to get warm and do something about my headache. “Thanks anyway. I know you’re trying to be a good friend. I really have to go now.”

“Think it over. I know you’re having a hard time with your little investment up there in God’s country. You need a sweet man to take care of you in your old age, just the way the Judge takes care of me. And you, of all people, know I require more taking care of than a twenty-year-old Mercedes. Listen Honey, our generation is balancing on the blade of this make it on our own crap for women. You know it’s true. We simply were not trained to totally support ourselves—unless we want to be poor, and who in their right mind would have being poor as a lifetime goal. There is nothing wrong with being taken care of. God knows we pay our way with the men we marry. Do you have any idea how much physical work it takes to stay a size eight at my age? And the boring people I have to feed and be nice to every time the Judge comes up for reelection.”

Brooks launched into one of her major whining jags, and I’d already heard about her face lift so I rested the phone on the kitchen counter, scrubbed my hands at the sink, took two Tylenol, and grabbed a plastic garbage bag from the pantry. The plan was to go back out on the porch, shed my clothes, stuff them into the bag, and then toss the bag into the outside plastic bin. Didn’t even want to think about putting blood soaked clothes in my washer. I picked up the phone again and took it with me out on the porch. I was pretty easy to hold it against my chin, listen to Brooks, and take off my jacket, shoes, socks, and pants. The shirt was a little more difficult.

“Do you understand what I’m saying, Promise? You simply didn’t start being independent early enough to be financially secure at your age. It’s not your fault. Not really…except you had this weird midlife crisis event and moved to the mountains…”

“Brooks, can’t we talk about this…” I heard a vehicle tearing down my gravel drive and gears grind into park. Alfie broke into a trot around the corner of the house and came back with a person who looked sort of like Susan. “Listen, I’m going to have to call you back. I’m standing on the porch in my underwear and someone’s driven up.”

As I was hitting the off button, Brooks was saying, “See, that’s what I mean. You are in the throes of a serious midlife crisis. You’d never stand on your porch in Atlanta in your underwear.”
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Susan took the porch steps two at a time and wrapped me in a bear hug. Her-six foot tall frame, plus the high-heeled boots she was wearing, meeting my five-foot-four meant my face was buried in a scratchy black waistcoat, and my chest poked by a wide silver belt buckle. “Mac called me. This is terrible, just terrible. Are you okay?” She released me and stepped back to look me over. “Oh my Lord, why are you standing out here in your underwear?”

“I took off my clothes out here to put them in a garbage bag. I’m okay. Just shaken up.” I had to ask. “Why are you wearing a mustache, and dressed like a pirate?”

“Oh this.” She reached up and pealed the black hair from her upper lip, leaving a pink abrasion behind. Ouch. That must have hurt. “I was at rehearsal. The Perry County Arts Council is doing The Pirates of Penzance…you know, Gilbert and Sullivan. Kind of a late 1800s Monty Python stick. Great parody.”

“Yes, I know. Your dad loves the music. Strange. A bluegrass fiddle player humming operetta tunes.”

“Yeah, I guess it is. But he does love the music. That’s why when the guy playing Frederic crapped out on them, I said I’d do it. Daddy’s going to hoot in the aisle when he sees me up there singing and dancing around as a pirate guy.”

No doubt Daniel would get a charge from Susan’s antics on stage. He adored everything she did, and I adored the fact that he did. She took off her jacket and wrapped it around my bare shoulders. I was lost in coarse boiled wool, gold braided sleeves hanging limp at my fingertips, and just a hint of a mothball fragrance. “Come on inside. It must be fifty degrees out here. I’ll start a fire for you.”

When I got out of the shower, Susan had changed into a pair of dark purple overalls. She had a fire going and was stirring something wonderfully garlic- smelling at the stove. “You always carry a change of clothes in your Jeep?”

“Yep.”

“Me too. You never know. Do you?”

“That’s for sure.” She handed me a glass of white wine and pointed to a kitchen chair. “Sit. Drink. I’m making you some veggies and pasta.”

“You really don’t have to do that. I could warm up some of the squash soup you made. It was delicious, by the way.”

“Yeah. That did turn out pretty good.” Tossing the mushrooms, onions, and zucchini in the hot olive oil, Susan chatted on. “Got to do this gently. Don’t want to bruise the vegetables. I love to cook. I think I love cooking better than anything else I do.”

“Not better than singing and playing the banjo?”

“Well, probably not. But my music is like breathing to me. It’s another part of me, like my toes, or whatever, so it’s not really something I do. It’s me.” She turned away from the stove and pointed at me with her spatula. “Speaking of bruises. I guess you know you got a beauty creeping from your hairline to your eyebrow.”

My hand went up involuntarily to touch the tender spot over my left eye. “Yeah. I saw it in the bathroom mirror.” We sat in silence. I knew Susan wouldn’t press me to tell her what happened. She’d give me time to accumulate the courage. That’s one of the things I love about her.

Later, after the pasta was eaten, Alfie was fed, and the cats’ bowl was topped off, I poured my third glass of wine, and we moved into the great room where the fire promised warmth and security. I couldn’t help but think about the stone chimney on January’s mountain. “I found January McNeal’s cabin today.”

Firelight flecked in Susan’s eyes. “You did? That is totally awesome. It is still livable?”

“Only if you are a snake. It’s mostly in ruins. Burned down. Blackberries growing where the floor used to be. But the stone chimney is upright, charred, but upright.”

“Could you feel your kinfolk still there?”

I closed my eyes, concentrating on what I’d sensed up on the mountain before the Georgia man appeared. I’d touched the stones. I’d pressed my hand against the door frame. I’d felt the sorrow. I’d seen the blue stuffed elephant. “Susan, the strangest thing happened up there.”

Susan held out her hands in a calming gesture. “It’s okay, Miz P. If you aren’t ready to talk about Fletcher Enloe shooting that guy, just don’t, not yet.”

I realized I was shaking my head, probably to clear the wine, as well as to try to tell her I was not talking about the Georgia man. “No, no. I don’t mean that. Listen. I know I told you yesterday that I couldn’t say for absolute sure that the little girl at Mrs. Allen’s house was a real person.”

“Yeah, I know, and you said you believed she was real, even though you didn’t actually see her.”

“That right. But today, I saw a blue stuffed elephant up there near the cabin. I’m sure it was the same one I saw yesterday in Mrs. Allen’s kitchen. And then, after the Georgia guy knocked me down, I’m sure I saw Mrs. Allen with a pale little girl standing off in the laurel bushes.”

Susan came over and sat beside me on the sofa. “What happened to you today was terrible, really terrible. You banged your head pretty badly. You might even have a concussion. Do you think maybe you just thought you saw her and the girl up there, on account of the trauma and all? Cause really, it doesn’t make sense that she’d be up on Fire Mountain with or without a little girl.”

As a psychologist, I know about trauma and the way the human mind can bend reality. Alfie groaned and stretched in front of the fire, and I got up to prod the oak logs with a poker. Cinders, like red and blue popcorn, exploded up the chimney. Fire. Fire. January’s fire. My barn fire. Mrs. Allen’s kitchen chair on fire. What was going on? What am I missing? Suddenly I was cold, very cold. I sat down on the hearth, my back to the fire, and welcomed the closeness of the flames.

“When I saw her, I was lying on the ground. She put her finger to her lips, as though to tell me not to call out to her. I think she was afraid the man would hurt her and the child. But here is the thing: I saw the stuffed elephant on the grass before all that. It was when I bent to pick it up that the Georgia man pushed me from behind, and I hit my head on the rock…”

Susan interrupted me. “Okay, I can hear you are getting upset. Don’t. Please. Maybe MaMa Allen was up there with a little girl. Tomorrow we’ll go over to MaMa’s and sort it all out.” Susan came over and wrapped me in the afghan from the back of the sofa. “You’re shivering. Let’s talk about something else.”

I wanted to tell her about Mrs. Allen’s burning chair, but she was determined to get my mind off the afternoon and began to set out a plan she’d hatched. “You see, next month I get the trust money from my mama’s insurance. It’s been earning interest since I was seven years old, so there is a fair amount. We all know Granny’s is pitiful as a general store, but I think it would be a crackerjack restaurant, what with it being on the river and all.

“I could buy you out, or we could be partners, whatever you want to do. I already talked it over with Daddy and he agrees that Mama’s car accident ought to count for something other than her dying. He says I should do something lasting and productive with the money. I would be head chef, and we could have music down by the river on the weekends. I know the band would love to come and play. We could do hickory-smoked barbecue. What do you think? Don’t you love the idea?”

What in the world was Susan talking about? I know less about running a restaurant than I do about running a general store—which is nothing. A year ago she wanted us to start a detective agency. She’s off on a new tangent every four months. How could I possibly trust that she’d settle down and concentrate on making a go of the restaurant? Was Daniel really in favor of turning Granny’s into a restaurant? If he thought it was a good idea, why hadn’t he mentioned it to me before? The restaurant business seems like a hard way to make a living—long hours, terribly risky—I’m too old to go down that path. Course, if I let Susan buy me out, I wouldn’t have to worry about what happened with Granny’s. Wouldn’t that be a joyous day? Without the mortgage on the store, I could just about breathe without worrying how much it was going to cost me. I told Susan I really needed to go lie down, but I’d give her idea serious consideration.

March’s last days are fickle companions in Western North Carolina. Just like today. A skim frost in the morning, warm spring sunshine in the afternoon. I lay in bed thinking about the blooming forsythia bush on January’s mountain. Would the cold night wither all those exquisite yellow blossoms? Would a shiver dew render the stuffed blue elephant soggy and sad looking, as it waited in the grass for a child to claim it?

Susan stayed the night with me. I was glad for the company. It was comforting to hear her milling around in the great room stoking the fire, and getting snug on the sofa under a quilt. I don’t think I could have faced the heavy silence of darkness alone tonight. A muffled click, then a whooshing sound told me the furnace cut on, wrapping the house in warm air. Gratitude for the sanctuary of my own bed washed over me, and I recalled a prayer I hadn’t thought of in years: “We have grateful hearts, O Lord, for all Thy tender mercies.” And thank you Fletcher Enloe. I wiped tears away. No more crying. I’d cried this afternoon for Shane Long—for the senseless killing of a man who meant no harm. No more crying. I was safe and thankful for it. I wondered if Daniel was driving home from Raleigh and if Susan had let Alfie out one last time before he settled in for the night. Then the welcome sensation of sleep settled into my body, hushing my mind.

I don’t know how long I slept before I dreamt of the dark hallway where I felt my way along wood planked walls smelling of pine and chimney smoke. There was a closed room at the end of the hallway, light spilling under its rough-hewn door, and a voice drawing me closer. When at last I stood in the pool of light, I reached up and parted the door the width of my fingers, enough to see three figures outlined by the flickering of an oil lamp attached to the far wall. The man stood, his back to me, a Bible in his outstretched hand. Wild gray hair fell to his shoulders. He was dressed in black pants and coat. No shoes, no socks. His long boney feet skeleton white against the dark floor.

His voice was low—as calm as explaining to a child how to peel and core an apple. “Jesus said to her, ‘Did I not tell you that if you believed you would see the glory of God?’ Hear what the Book says. God tells us belief, and belief alone, is the key to salvation.” A red haired woman, the collar of her plain brown dress trimmed with white lace, her face in the shadows, knelt facing him. She held a small child to her skirts. The child watched her face. She watched the face of the man. In slow motion, he lowered his arm letting the Bible rest against his thigh, and turned to face me— his electric blue eyes ignited by an inner light. “Ezekiel 37,” he said.

There must have been more, but his words melded into Susan’s, intruding from the next room, and I was drawn out of the dream. “No, I didn’t talk to him. Mac told me he figured Fletcher didn’t have much choice but to shoot. Mac also said not to talk about it to Miz P. until he got her signed statement.”

There was a soft rap on the bedroom door. “Babe, you awake?” Daniel was sitting on the side of the bed before I could clear my head enough to answer. “I should have been there for you today. I’m so sorry. So, so sorry.”

I raised myself up on an elbow and reached for his hand. “You had no way of knowing. Don’t blame yourself.”

“If I’d been here, you wouldn’t have been alone up there…”

“Shhh. Don’t. Besides, I’m sure Fletcher will tell us all for the next twenty years that he told me not to go up there, and I was too bullheaded to listen.”

There was enough moonlight to see Daniel’s face relaxing. “No way. Who in the world would ever say Promise McNeal is bullheaded?”

“Who indeed? You want me to get up and make some coffee?”

“No. I don’t want coffee.”

Was I hearing a slight hesitation in his voice? “Then what do you want, Mr. Allen? You know it’s the middle of the night, and you’re in a lady’s bedroom.”

“What I want is some of everything. But for tonight, how about I just lie down here beside you. Hold you while you get some rest? I’ll even sing you a lullaby.”

How did I get so lucky? I nestled down under the comforter with Daniel’s tall body cradling me, and his clean soap smell soothing me with every breath I took. His lips brushed against my ear as he sang, “…There’s a truth in your eyes saying’ you’ll never leave me.” That Alison Krauss song again.

What a coincidence. If you believe in coincidences.
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The aroma of sizzling bacon brought me out of a light sleep and into the kitchen. Daniel was standing at the stove; his dark curls still damp from a shower, a day’s graying stubble on his face. Alfie was standing guard beside him. “It’s a good thing you got up. This dog of yours is begging all the bacon. Five more minutes and we’d be eating only toast with our eggs.”

I poured a cup of coffee and gave Alfie a rub behind his pendulous ears. Daniel turned. “Don’t I get a rub? I’m the one doing the cooking.”

“For you, a kiss.” I stretched up and kissed him lightly on his scratchy cheek.

“Not much of a kiss,” he grumbled.

“That’s the best I can do before I have my coffee. Susan gone?”

“Yeah. She went on in to open Granny’s. You all right this morning?”

I busied myself with pouring Purina Little Bites into Alfie’s bowl while deciding if I was indeed, all right. The hound turned up his nose and steadied his position beside Daniel at the bacon service center. “I’m okay. Or I will be. Just need some time and distance from yesterday. Thanks for last night.” Daniel smiled. I smiled back, wondering at the mystery of how his eyes light up when he smiles. “One more piece, Alfie, and that’s it. The way you love bacon, Daniel needs to be raising pigs and not cows.”

Alfie responded with a bark and loped to the door to be let out. When I opened the door, the subject of his barking stood on the porch, right hand poised to knock, left hand holding his hat, and his always-running-for-office smile camera ready. “Hey Sheriff Mac. I didn’t hear you drive up. Come on in. I’ll pour you a cup of coffee.”

Daniel waved a spatula hello to his cousin and then took up the last of the bacon to drain. “No thanks, I already had me a free cup of your fancy Don Pablo’s Colombian down at Granny’s on my way out. Susan was looking extra chipper this morning.”

Daniel poured himself coffee. “Yeah, she’s on a roll with a lulu of an idea she’s trying to sell Promise on.”

“I wouldn’t say she’s really trying to sell me on the restaurant thing, but we did talk about the possibility.”

Daniel’s face clouded. “Doesn’t sound like you’re hot on the idea.”

“Well, maybe. Let’s talk about it later. I imagine Sheriff Mac came about other business this morning.”

The turkey-brown trooper’s hat, with the gold sheriff’s shield pinned up front like a warning headlight, went back on Mac’s head. He was converting to all business. “Fact is, I did. First off, bring your coffee outside and tell me about that little fire you had. The one you failed to report to the proper authorities.”

Fletcher Enloe, wearing his familiar scowl, was letting himself out of the goat yard. Mac called to him. “Morning Fletcher. What you got there?”

Daniel and I rolled eyes at each other, knowing Mac’s question would no doubt be the perfect straight line for one of my neighbor’s caustic retorts.

Fletcher did not disappoint. “What the hell you think I got in a milk bucket, Mr. College Education, a pack of squirrels?”

Mac had experience with Fletcher. He volleyed back, “It was only a neighborly way to start a civil conversation with you, Fletcher. Should’ve known it wouldn’t work on the likes of you.”

“Save your conversations for when you’re pumping hands on the town square trying to get folks to let you keep our cushy job for another four years.”

“Fletcher, you got no respect for the law. You know that?”

“Course I do. I just knowed you since you was a boy, and that makes it hard to get all-upright about you being sheriff. There’s been better, and there’s been worse men stood for that job in Perry County.”

“Well, that’s one thing we agree on.”

That remark seemed to call a truce between the two men. Daniel extended his hand to Fletcher. “Good to see you Fletcher. I appreciate what you did yesterday.” Fletcher nodded, saying nothing. He likes Daniel.

Hoping the coast was clear; I stepped forward and spoke to Fletcher. “Thanks for milking Minnie. By the weight of the bucket, you must have gotten over a gallon this morning.”

“I did. I’ll bring you some once I get it strained and cooled down.”

Mac unwisely engaged Fletcher again. “How come you milking Miz Promise’s goat?”

Fletcher gave me, and then Mac, a look that probably curdled the milk. “Cause she don’t know what the Sam Hill she’s doing. Can’t never get the milk to come down right. Makes Minnie nervous. You ask me, she’d be better off going on back down to ‘Lanta where she came from. If you ain’t got no more useless questions, I’m off to home.” He walked past us toward the pine thicket that separates our property, leaving behind the just washed smell and starchy sound of his tan, knife creased work pants and shirt. Just short of the pines, Fletcher turned back to us. “One more thing, city girl. I told you not to go up on that mountain by yourself, and you see now what happened. I’m telling you again. Stay off my mountain. You hear me girl?”

My toes curled in my L.L. Bean loafers. How dare that old man humiliate me like that, treat me like a child? With great effort, I breathed in and out, remembered yesterday afternoon, and answered, “Yes, I hear you, Mr. Enloe.”

The three of us stood silently until Fletcher was out of earshot. Mac was the first to speak. “Poor old sod, he probably woke up this morning realizing he’d had to kill a man yesterday. I been there. It ain’t an easy row to hoe.”

Mac’s sensitivity to Fletcher surprised me. I didn’t think he had it in him. Daniel was having a little trouble connecting the dots. “So you’re thinking Fletcher is grumpy with Promise because he blames her for having to shoot that guy?”

“Well, something like that. Don’t you see how that could happen?”

Daniel laughed. “I can see it, except Fletcher usually treats Promise like that. Seems to like her and not like her at the same time.”

“I hear you.” Mac puckered his lips into a playful smirk. “Fletcher does tend to have a way with the women. You know, when Mrs. Enloe was still alive, bless her heart, I had to go over there more than once when she’d lock the surly bastard out of the house on account of his meanness. She loved the old man, that’s for sure, but it’s like she told me, even she had a boiling over point with Fletcher. And you probably remember Fletcher has a daughter about Promise’s age. Rosalie Snyder– lives over in Marshall. Remember she married that guy from Chicago who came down here with the power company. Boy, it got all over Fletcher—her marrying a man from away, and all. Anyway, Fletcher and Rosalie had a knock down drag out when Mrs. Enloe first took sick with cancer. I hear they haven’t spoke since, not even at the funeral.”

All of this was interesting gossip, but a bothersome memory was unfolding in the back of my mind. “Mac, what you said about Fletcher—poor old sod. That reminds me of a comment the Georgia convict made. Something about not seeing any hikers since the “peckerwood” he’d seen on the trail the day before. I think he was talking about finding Shane Long’s body.”

Mac cut his eyes at Daniel, and I noticed a look of familiarity pass between them. They were both thinking the same thing about me. I just didn’t know what that thing was. Daniel raked his hands through his hair and took a step closer to me. “All right now Promise, I can hear your mind churning. What are you getting at?”

“What’s bothering me is this: if the Georgia man killed Shane Long, why tell me about seeing him. Saying he’d seen a “peckerwood” on the trail seemed like a casual remark for him to make, as though Shane’s death wasn’t related to him. Like he thought Shane fell down, hit his head, and died. If you’d killed someone, I don’t think you’d refer to them as some peckerwood you’d found n the trail?”

Mac perked up, interested. “What do you mean, if he killed Long? My money’s on him sure enough. He walked off the prison work detail. They got witnesses down in Georgia say he killed the convenience store clerk. Kill once, kill twice. You don’t worry about all that. The state boys and my deputies are hunting all over the area where Shane was killed. We’ll find evidence to tie that Georgia man, or somebody, to the killing. I guarantee that. And in the meantime, I think Daniel would agree with me that you need to take it easy, what with that bump on your head, and let us professionals do our jobs.”

Mac was talking to me just like Fletcher Enloe. What is it with these Perry County men? “No offense, Sheriff Mac, but you professionals weren’t up on the mountain with the Georgia man.”

Both men grimaced. It was Daniel who tried to placate me. “I guess you got us there. We didn’t talk to him. And he didn’t threaten to kill us. But why are you so curious about the Shane Long business anyway?”

“Daniel, I met with Shane on the day he was killed. He left my house and rode his motorcycle over there to get his head bashed in by someone. I just want to know the whole story, that’s all.” I could hear my voice jumping up an octave. I was wound as tight as Mrs. Allen’s cuckoo clock. “And another thing that’s bugging me: what was so interesting that Shane Long took off on a work day to hike up Fire Mountain? He was a local boy. He must have roamed all over the county at one time or another. Why choose that day to hike? And with a back pack…why would he take a pack on a short hike?”

“A lot of people carry a backpack, even for a short hike. Don’t they Mac?”

Mac opened his mouth to agree with Daniel. I interrupted. “And what exactly was in his backpack?”

“Now Promise, you know I can’t discuss an ongoing investigation with you. Let’s get off this subject and you tell me about the hay barn fire.”

“The barn caught fire and burned. If it was vandals, I didn’t see them. End of story. Fletcher went through the backpack. I bet he remembers what was in there.”

Mac shuffled his right boot in the dirt a few times and looked at Daniel for help. Daniel threw up his hands. “I can’t help you cousin,” he said. “You might as well tell her, ‘cause I’m here to testify, she won’t give up.”

“Oh all right. But you have to swear you’ll stay out of my investigation. Agreed?”

“Agreed.” I think my fingers were crossed behind my back.

“Mac ticked off the items found in Shane’s pack: three granola bar wrappers, an empty water bottle, one heavy duty, long-neck flashlight, four D- size batteries, a torn piece of a topo map…”

“What’s a topo map?”

Mac frowned. Daniel answered. “It’s a map showing elevations. Instead of roads and highways, it shows where the ridges, flat spots, mountain slopes, and that kind of stuff are located. Also shows how high a piece of ground is located above sea level. You know, like Big Top Mountain is 3,200 feet above sea level.”

I nodded and asked, “Why do you need a heavy duty flashlight and extra batteries in the daytime?”

“I don’t know,” Mac answered. “What difference does it make? You want to know the rest?”

“Sure.”

“We think the rope the convict hogtied you with and the knife were also in the backpack.”

“I figured as much, since the knife was the kind contractors use to cut vinyl flooring.”

Mac cocked his head to one side. He seemed to be thinking about what he was about to say. “One other item was probably in the pack when he started his hike.” Daniel and I waited. A few seconds passed before Mac finished his statement. “We think he was struck from behind while he was sitting down on a deadfall pine tree. There was a paperback book on the ground beside him. Like as not, he was reading the book, resting maybe, and someone sneaked up and killed him. But that is just my country sheriff opinion. Those big shot state boys may come to a different conclusion, so don’t hold me to nothing I say right now about how he died.”

“What was the book?”

Daniel groaned with frustration, then snapped at me, “Good God, Promise. What difference does it make what the guy was reading? Just leave it be.”

I huffed myself up to my entire five-foot-four height. “If it doesn’t matter what he was reading, then it won’t matter if Mac tells me, now will it?”

“Lord-a-mighty Daniel. Let me tell her so she’ll leave us alone. I don’t remember the title, but it was about the outlaw, Lewis Redmond.”

Did Mac say, Lewis Redmond? I was sure that was the name mentioned in Margaret Connell’s letter about my great grandmother Reba. I do not believe in coincidences. Just about now, Sherlock Holmes would have said that the plot thickens. I didn’t say anything. Both Allen boys already suspected I was jumping to conclusions. I’d wait until I knew more.
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The Perry County Historical Society is housed in a narrow, red brick building. It was built around the turn of the century—the twentieth century. It began life as a dry goods store, selling everything a family in 1900 might want, or could afford. Today, the original twin oak and glass display cases and split oak open shelves, nearly reaching the ceilings, exhibit local artifacts—everything from a black leather surgeons bag, dated 1878, belonging to the first family doctor to practice in Perry County, to authentic Cherokee tools and household items. There is also a sizeable collection of rocks embedded with local rubies, garnets, and quartz. Rocks are important to this part of Western North Carolina where tourists swarm—well, maybe not swarm, but they do come—hoping to dig that one prize ruby that will make their vacation memorable, and perhaps even profitable.

There is plenty to look at in the society’s museum. There is even a diminutive period mannequin wearing a civil war dress and bonnet. Local residents call her Miss Mary May. Since her face is frozen in a perpetual demure smile, it is thought she approves of the name.

Susan and I shared an iron bench, perched in a small, carefully landscaped park adjacent to the Society. Here the dilapidated wood carcass of an abandoned dentist’s office was razed by the city, then donated to the Historical Society. By late May, red Knockout roses and golden daylilies would be resplendent, but now, in late March, a cold wind cut through my stylish wool blazer, and agitated budding leaves struggling to leave winter behind. In the western sky, a nasty black blanket dragged rain in our direction. We sipped hot chocolate, and waited for the Swiss clock atop the courthouse to complete the three o’clock chimes.

Susan picked up her sentence after the last bong. “Geez, I already think of you as being someone able to take care of herself. I mean really, haven’t you had a career and done pretty much what you thought was best for yourself for a long time? And practically raised your son by yourself— without a man in your life? Why are you asking me this?”

“I don’t know. Maybe I still have a headache. Pain makes me depressed. It’s something my friend Brooks said to me recently— that I’m getting older and need a good man to take care of me. But being taken care of seems like a trade off to me. I like being my own boss.”

Susan gave me a suspicious look. “Does this have anything to do with Daddy wanting to get married? Cause if it does, I know him better than anybody, and he doesn’t want to make you dependent on him. Hasn’t your generation ever heard of a partnership between people who love each other?”

I know my face was flushed. This was too embarrassing. I should not have brought up Brook’s phone call. My generation? I had to think for a moment. What was my generation? I rarely expended valuable time thinking about that term. Though, Susan could have a point. “Well, now that you bring it up, my generation does sort of straddle the June Cleaver and Erica Jong realities. Maybe the partnership concept is new territory…”

Susan looked puzzled. “Now who is Erica Jong? Should I know her?”

Like I said, I shouldn’t have brought up Brook’s phone call. “Let’s change the subject.”

Susan seemed happy to oblige. “Okay. Except for the snarky remarks about you staying off the mountain, did Mr. Enloe say anything about what happened up there? The escaped convict and all?”

“No, nothing. I think Sheriff Mac was probably right about Fletcher being more ornery than usual. I’d probably be ill myself, if I’d had to shoot a man to rescue some careless woman who didn’t need to be where she was.”

“Oh pooh,” Susan said, and gave me an indigent scowl. “I can’t believe you’re buying into all that crap about it being your fault. You know better than that. Like a person can’t take a walk in the woods?”

“I know. But it is Fletcher Enloe’s land. And he did tell me to stay off it.”

Susan crossed her legs and hunched her shoulders against the wind. “Yeah, that’s another thing. Mr. Enloe sure does seem to be heavily invested in you not poking around Fire Mountain. I gotta wonder why. You know how he lost those two fingers of his, don’t you?”

“I think your daddy told me a Ford engine block fell on his hand and severed the fingers.” I shuddered. “God, that must have been horrible.”

“Yeah, a Ford engine for that hot rod in his garage. The same one he and his brothers used to run illegal whiskey from here to Atlanta, and wherever. Course that was back in the late forties. Way before my time. You don’t suppose he’s back to making moonshine up on Fire Mountain? Maybe that’s why he doesn’t want you up there.”

I thought about that prospect for a few seconds. “No, I don’t think so. I think Fletcher is too old and too wrapped up in his EBay auction business to resurrect his bootlegging days. I see the UPS truck in and out of his property at least three times a week. Business must be very good. Besides, your daddy said Fletcher was a tripper, the deliveryman for the whiskey. Trippers didn’t actually make the stuff. At least I don’t think they did. Still, now that you mention it, he does seem to be heavily invested in keeping me off the mountain.”

With all the hot chocolate gone, Susan was eager to complete our errand and get back into the warm car. “Okay, so tell me again why we are going to the Historical Society.”

“Because I don’t believe in coincidences. Fletcher was involved in moonshine years ago. Mac found a book about an outlaw bootlegger, Lewis Redmond, near Shane Long’s body. Your MaMa Allen gave me a letter with a reference to a person with the same name as that bootlegger.

“I went to the library this morning. They have one book about Lewis Redmond. The librarian told me it hadn’t been checked out for two years, until last week. She won’t say who checked it out, but when I asked if it was Shane Long, I swear her pupils dilated. Sure sign I hit pay dirt. Has to be him. She suggested I check the books for sale at the Historical Society, because, as she remembers, Lewis Redmond had family near Bryson City. She also said he conducted his whiskey business in this area for years, until the federal agents arrested him. Apparently, Redmond was some sort of local outlaw hero. And guess what? I went home and Googled Lewis Redmond. His wife’s name was Adeline, and they lived near Seneca, South Carolina, for a long time. Just like in the letter Mrs. Allen gave me.”

“Okay. I gotcha. Let’s go scope out the books. It’s freezing out here.”

We left the historical society building with Bruce E. Stewart’s slim but informative book on Lewis Redmond, and without the thirty-five dollars I had squirreled away in my purse. I was now a paying member of the Perry County Historical Society. Not a bad thing for an interloping flatlander from Atlanta who wants to fit in with her mountain neighbors.

Instead of going home and curling up by the fire with the Lewis Redmond book, Susan and I decided to surprise Mrs. Allen with a visit. I couldn’t get the memory of her and that elfin little girl out of my mind, and I think Susan wanted to hear, first hand, if her MaMa had been on Fire Mountain the day before. And if so, then why?

Rain was coming down in cold, sideways sheets when we crossed the bridge over Fells Creek and drove up Mrs. Allen’s drive. We ran for the kitchen door, both of us wet and shivering by the time Susan’s MaMa opened it and pulled us inside. “Mercy me, let me get some bath towels. You’ll catch your death.” As I watched her skitter toward the hallway, I noticed the closet door in the tiny bedroom off the kitchen ease shut.

Mrs. Allen busied herself with making tea. Susan and I dried off and I excused myself to the bathroom. On my way back to the kitchen, something about the darkened hallway brought back my dream of January, the Bible, Reba, and the small kneeling child. His words escaped from my mind as I sat at Mrs. Allen’s table in front of a steaming cup of Earl Grey. I said, to on one in particular, “Ezekiel 37.” Then realizing I couldn’t just leave that strange pronouncement in the air, I asked Mrs. Allen, “That Bible chapter keeps running through my mind. Is it a common chapter I should know from Sunday school? Something significant?”

Susan gave me a tolerant, knowing look and stared into her cup. She probably wondered where I was going with this segue. Of course, I wasn’t going anywhere, just embarrassed and trying to cover my outburst with something that made sense.

“Ezekiel 37? Does sound mighty familiar, now doesn’t it?” replied Mrs. Allen. There was a long pause while she added sugar to her tea and stirred. “I reckon I could find us a Holy Bible somewhere around here iffen you want to look it up. I can’t cite it verse and chapter for you. Don’t hold churching real high—too much blaming and guilt. The way I figure it, contrary to what a lot of preachers tell, a loving God who made so much beauty in this world wouldn’t occupy himself with thinking up ways to punish folks. He’d be smart enough to know what we do always comes back to us.”

She made a good point. There was really no arguing with what she said, but January must have felt Ezekiel 37 was important enough to call it out to me in the dream. I needed to know what it said. I had a Bible at home. I’d look it up later. We needed to get back to the reason we drove over here in the pouring rain. Susan was grinning at me. I tapped her arm with my teaspoon. “What’s so funny?”

Her smile was contagious. Now there were three grinning women sitting at the table. “Okay, here is the thing. I’m smiling because I spent a lot of time in Vacation Bible School as a kid…you know, cause Daddy was working and looking for anywhere to park me to keep me out of trouble. So I know all about Ezekiel 37. I can’t recite it, but I can sing it. You want me to sing it?”

Mrs. Allen and I nodded yes. Susan took my teaspoon and along with hers began to tap out a tune on the tabletop. Mrs. Allen was right; it was mighty familiar. After a few bars Susan stood up and sang out, letting her arms and legs dance limp like a skeleton puppet. “And Ezekiel cried out, dem dry bones. Now hear the word of the Lord: toe bone connected to the foot bone; foot bone connected to the leg bone; leg bone connected to the knee bone. Dem bones gonna walk around. Dem bones, dem bones, dem dry bones, now hear the word of the Lord.”

I could not help but laugh. By the time she sang all the verses I remembered the story. God brings the prophet Ezekiel to a valley strewn with dry bones. God tells him to prophesize to the bones, and when he does the bones rise and are made flesh. God tells Ezekiel something to the effect that His people will know him when He opens the graves and breathes his spirit into them. Was Ezekiel writing about the Second Coming of Jesus? Was this Old Testament writing part of the Second Great Awakening that Mr. Kolb was telling me about? Why was the Bible verse so important to January McNeal?

When I remembered January was accused of digging up the graves of his wife and child, dem dry bones ceased to be funny. I stopped laughing at about the same time Susan stopped singing. Over our silence, we heard a muffled high-pitched laugh from the bedroom off the kitchen. Mrs. Allen stood up. When I touched her arm, she sat back down. I whispered, “I know. In the closet. Let’s just let her be for now.”

Susan sat across from me and reached over to hold Mrs. Allen’s hand. “MaMa,” she said quietly, “a couple of days ago you and a little girl were up on Fire Mountain.”

Mrs. Allen sighed and looked down at the tabletop. “Yes, me and little Missy. I’m ashamed I didn’t help you none, Miz Promise. I was so scared for Missy— and for me, I froze up. Couldn’t think of nothing to do. Then I seen Fletcher up on the rise with his rifle. We hid down in the laurels and when I knowed the man was shot and Fletcher was coming for you, we come on home. Missy was real upset about seeing that man.” Tears spilled behind her glasses and she wiped them with her apron.

“It’s all right, Mrs. Allen. I wouldn’t have wanted you to put yourself or the child in danger.” I really meant what I said, and hoped she believed me.

Susan continued. “What were you doing up there?”

She held on to her apron tail and began to twist the corner. “It was that dang blue stuffed elephant of hers. She was running the mountain all morning and then came in without the thing. Nothing would do but for us to go fetch it.”

Susan frowned and pressed her fingers against her eyelids. “Oh MaMa, you know that little girl shouldn’t roam around the woods alone. Nowhere is safe like it was when Daddy and Mac were kids. And another thing, you’re eighty-three years old. You got no business hiking up that mountain.”

“Well, don’t you think I know how old I am? And don’t be telling me what I got business doing, and what I ain’t. You think I’d just turn her loose on her own to get shut of her. I told her to stay close to the house. She don’t mind like she should. Leastwise, not yet. But she’s a good little girl, all and all.”

“Okay, okay,” I interjected, “Let’s just leave that for now. It won’t help to get angry with each other.”

Mrs. Allen cut her eyes at me; her body huffed up with righteousness. “I ain’t angry at nobody else. I’m purely upset with myself that I didn’t do nothing to help you. If you could forgive me, I’d be much obliged.”

“I do forgive you. You hear me? I mean it.”

After a few seconds, she answered, “Yes, ma’am. I hear you. Thank you. Thank you kindly.” The twisted apron went back to dry more tears.

Susan shifted in her chair and took a sip of tea. I was waiting for her to ask the really important question, and I didn’t have long to wait. “All right. We need to get something straight. I’ve been thinking about this, MaMa, and it seems to me that the whole time you say you’ve had this Missy child as a visitor, you haven’t brought her to Granny’s store, not even once. I haven’t seen you in town with her, at all, and neither has Daddy. Nobody has. How long has she been here?”

Mrs. Allen puckered up her mouth in concentration and then answered. “I make it nigh on six, maybe seven weeks.”

“Seven weeks,” Susan repeated. “Pretty long time for a visit from a long lost cousin.” Her statement hung in the air like a line of rain soaked laundry. “Doesn’t that seem like a long visit to you, Miz P?”

I cleared my throat. “Well, yes. Now that you say so, it does.”

Susan got up and closed the door into the bedroom. “You want to tell us how you came to have little Missy for a visitor, MaMa. Cause I’m thinking you don’t have a cousin in Tennessee that might have a granddaughter named Missy. And I’m also thinking you don’t bring her to town because you don’t want her seen by anyone.”

Mrs. Allen fiddled with the tablecloth, brushing up imaginary crumbs into a neat pile. “Well, I don’t for sure know her name is Missy. She comes to it when I call. But she’s a quiet little thing so I don’t rightly know her true name.”

I looked from Susan to Mrs. Allen, then back to Susan. Susan was giving me her—go ahead and jump in— look, so I did. “Does she talk at all?”

Mrs. Allen looked at me as though she wanted to argue, but didn’t. “Well, I hear her out in the yard singing little made up songs sometimes. Can’t tell iffen them’s words or not. Lets me know what she needs, but not many outright words. That’s why I don’t take her to town or nowhere. I don’t want folks to think she quare, or simple, cause she ain’t.” Her look to Susan seemed to be pleading: give Missy a chance; you’ll see; it will be all right.

“She’s a real smart little girl, Susan. Sits and reads all those books you left here when you growed too old for them. And I know she’s really reading cause I can see the gladness in her face when she follows the words. And Lordy, wait till you see her running and jumping around. She can do handstands, summersaults, and climbs up trees like a little monkey. She’s a loving child; hugs me every night afore she goes to sleep.”

Susan patted her hand and asked, “MaMa, how did Missy come to be at your house? Who brought her here?”

After she removed her glasses, and cleaned them on her skirt, she told her story. “Well, it was like this: back this February it was wicked cold outside. There was a crusty little snow on the ground, and I was in the side yard there at the bird feeder putting out more seed. A little white car come slipping and sliding up the hill. Then a young woman rolled the window down and hollered out to me if I was Honoree Mullins Allen. Well, not many folks know my given name is Honoree, and fewer still remember I was a Mullins, so I reckoned she must be kin of some kind. I allowed I was Honoree and told her to get on out of the car and come on in the house where it was warm. She come up on the porch holding little Missy, asleep in her arms.”

Mrs. Allen paused for a moment, a distant look in her eyes, then continued. “Well, Missy is a tiny little thing, but this woman was only a little bit of a person herself, so I went and took the child from her. Once I done that, she said thank you and walked back to the car, just as calm as you please. I thought maybe she was gonna get her purse, so I stood on the porch waiting for her. But she cranked that little white car’s engine over, and the last I saw of her was her Tennessee license plate heading on down the hill.

“So there I was, standing out there in the cold with that little child asleep in my arms. Poor little baby girl was left with nothing but the clothes on her back and that blue elephant she was holding in her sleep. Not even a clean pair of underwear or a warm jacket.

“For some days I thought that woman would get sorry for leaving her child and come back. Now I expect she ain’t coming back. And you know what? Missy don’t seem to mind one bit. She ain’t never asked about her even once.”

My mind was ricocheting off the walls. What was wrong with this mother? How could she just drive up to a stranger’s house and leave her child on the porch? And how could a child not miss her mother?

Susan looked just as confused as I felt. “What did the woman look like?”

Mrs. Allen took a swallow of warm tea, thinking. “I reckon she favored Missy. Only she had bright yellow hair, where Missy’s is more pale like. Can’t say much more, except like I done told you, she wasn’t a big girl. Not as tall as Miz Promise here.”

“Could she be a Tennessee relative? One you haven’t seen in a long time?” I asked. “She knew your given name and where you live.”

“Like I said. I thought she was kin when she called me by name. But there’s nary but one cousin left alive in Tennessee, and I called her on the telephone; she don’t know nothing about a young woman with a child. I got no idea how that young woman knowed my name and where to find me. No ma’am, I think this is like when your great grandmother Reba was took in by the Sorleys. A family is who loves you and takes care of you. Looks like I’m Missy’s family now.”

I knew I should explain to Mrs. Allen that times have changed since Reba was given to Enid and Joab Sorley. You can’t just drop a child off somewhere and not come back—that’s a serious crime— or take a child into your home because she was left on your porch. North Carolina has laws to protect children from abuse and abandonment. We have social services, foster care, lawyers, and judges—rules, lots of rules. Though I did wonder, sitting there and feeling the unconditional love Mrs. Allen had for this child, if government agency decisions would be best for this child? One thing was certain; the child was obviously traumatized and needed Mrs. Allen’s love. The thing that was not certain, at least not yet, was whether this child was responsible for my barn fire, and the burning kitchen chair.

Susan picked up the conversation with an excellent question. “MaMa, did you call Sheriff Mac and tell him about Missy? Report that she’d been abandoned… so maybe he could look for the woman?”

Mrs. Allen lowered her eyes and studied her hands. “No Sweetheart. I didn’t. Like I said, I thought maybe the mama would have a change of mind and come on back. Anyway, Mac ain’t been around to see me in a while. You know how busy he is with being sheriff and all. I reckon nobody asked about her until your daddy came over here this week and saw her pink overalls hanging on the clothes line.”

“She’d been here six weeks by then. Why didn’t you call us for help?”

“Well, I know all of you got your own life to live, and I didn’t need no help. We get along just fine.”

My curiosity was piqued. “Mrs. Allen, I know you don’t take Missy to town, and she didn’t have any clothes or anything with her—except the stuffed elephant. How have you managed to buy her clothes, shoes, and all the other things a little girl needs?”

“Oh that ain’t no problem,” she answered cheerfully. “You know years back of this we had the Sears wishing book to get things in the mail. Now, what with those new computer things, you can look at the pictures and order up anything you could ever want. They drive it to your door in no time atall.”

I was sure Mrs. Allen didn’t own a computer. Now who did I know conducting a thriving business on the Internet? “You mean Fletcher Enloe has gotten you what you needed?”

“That’s right. Fletcher and me been acquainted for some years. He can be a hard man, but he’s a good man. I helped nurse his wife when she first got the cancer, and I take him pies and canned vegetables from time to time. Little Missy took to him like any one thing, and she’s purely in love with that big white buck goat of his.”

“You mean Hubert? Hubert the two-hundred-pound smelly monster who eats all the blueberry bushes along my pasture line?”

Mrs. Allen smiled and nodded yes.
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Susan was quiet until we crossed over the Fells Creek Bridge. Then the words came tumbling out. “I can’t believe this…what in the world are we going to do…you can see how attached MaMa is to that little girl…did we even ask how old she could be…what if she was kidnapped? MaMa could go to jail as an accessory to the crime. Oh Lord, this is so my fault. I should go over there more often, be more a part of her life…like she was when my mamma died, and…”

I drove and listened while she wound down. When we reached my house, we made no effort to get out of the car. We sat in silence, facing the burned out hay barn and listening to the wack, awack, wack, awack of the windshield wipers. Finally she said, “You haven’t said a word since we left MaMa’s. I know you, and I can see something twisting and turning in your mind. Come on, other than MaMa hiding a child she’s probably afraid will be taken away from her, what’s bothering you?”

All the years of walking with damaged clients through the hells of childhood didn’t disappear just because I’d hung up my counseling practice in Atlanta. It was difficult to know where to start. “Several things, including that the child doesn’t speak and doesn’t seem to miss her life before Mrs. Allen. Both issues indicate she’s experiencing some kind of deep trauma— truly sad, and truly unhealthy. I have no experience with counseling children, so I’m at a loss as to the extent of trauma. Missy needs counseling. I can tell you that.”

Susan turned in her seat to face me. “I hear you. But, why do I think there is something else? Go ahead, finish telling me what’s on your mind.”

The rain had exhausted itself into misty spindrifts draped over the humpbacked mountains. There would be fog by morning—creeping silently into the valley, seeping against the house, crawling up against the windows. I shuddered and blamed the prickling goose bumps on damp clothes.

Susan persisted and asked again, “So, what is it?”

The engine silenced when I turned the ignition key. “When I went over to Mrs. Allen’s the other day— the day she gave me the letter— she was in the yard either burning a kitchen chair or putting out a fire someone else had started with the chair; I couldn’t tell which. I thought it an odd coincidence at the time, since my barn burned the night before. Then with everything else going on, the burning chair slipped way down on the priority list.” Susan’s furrowed brow almost stopped me from finishing. The last thing I wanted to do was worry her.

“And? Go ahead, what else?”

“The what else is that today, when I went to the bathroom at Mrs. Allen’s, the wall behind the towel rack was scorched about half way to the ceiling—like maybe someone had set a towel on fire.”

“Holy shit! What the hell is going on? You know MaMa isn’t running around setting fire to your barn or her bath towels, or hauling her kitchen chairs out to the yard for a barbecue. That leaves precious little Missy. Shit, shit, shit, MaMa has taken in a pyromaniac. I can’t believe this. Do you really think the child could find her way through the woods to your house and strike a match to your hay barn? And why your barn? You don’t even know the kid?”

The possibility did seem bizarre, although… “She found her way to the top of Fire Mountain. Your MaMa said she runs the woods all day. And, remember, she’s been to Fletcher’s house. My barn is next door. Maybe it doesn’t matter if she knows me or not. She just needs to set fires for some reason. Oh crap, I don’t know. I feel terrible accusing a sad, abandoned child. It’s just that…coincidences aren’t usually…”

“Yeah, I know, aren’t usually coincidental. Do you think she’s likely to set fire to anything else?”

“Oh Susan, I just don’t know. I have no experience with counseling children. I can tell you what the textbooks say about why they start fires, but beyond that, I’m clueless.”

“Oh Miz P, what are we going to do? She could burn MaMa’s house down and kill them both. We’ve got to call Daddy about this.”

“I know. Come on. Let’s get out of this car. Alfie’s in the kitchen, and he’s probably going nuts hearing us out here. Let me feed him and let him out, then I think I know someone I can call for some answers. After that, we call your dad.”

Alfie was so glad to see us he broke into a barking frenzy that didn’t stop until I put his supper down in front of him. He’s a boy who knows his priorities. Cooked ground beef mixed with his dry food trumps the need to bark. As it happened, there was no need to call Daniel. He walked in carrying the local the newspaper, as I was searching my address book for the phone number of a professor I knew at the University of Georgia. Was he filed under L for Lyn, or J for Jeffcoat? Or was it D for Dr. Jeffcoat?

Daniel was all smiles. “My two favorite ladies. How lucky can a man get?” Without waiting for an answer, he peeled off his worn Stetson, combed a hand through his hair, and wrapped Susan and I with one hug. “Daughter, are we still grilling steaks?” He asked on his way to the utility room to hang his hat on the coat rack.

Susan opened the refrigerator. “Sure. We gotta eat. Want a beer, Daddy?” I smiled to see how at home both of the Allens were in my kitchen.

Daniel rejoined us in the kitchen—still smiling— and tossed the newspaper on the table. He took a Corona from Susan and held it out to me. I shook my head no. I didn’t want a beer—still had a slight headache from a couple of days ago and didn’t think alcohol would be a good idea, just in case the bump on my temple signified a slight concussion. Susan and I locked eyes, each of us not wanting to be the one to tell Daniel about Missy.

Daniel picked up the paper and opened it out flat to the County Living section. “Come see who’s in today’s paper.”

A picture of Mrs. Allen smiled up at us. So, that’s what Daniel was so happy about. The headline read: Local Grandmother, Honoree Allen, Has New Career. The article was about the tea tree oil soap Susan brought me to bathe Alfie—that and several other homemade soaps and lotions Mrs. Allen was selling at local outlets and on the Internet. Though the article didn’t say so, I would bet the Internet marketing idea came from Fletcher Enloe.

“I know ya’ll went over there today. Did MaMa tell you she was in the paper?”

Susan was silent. She read over my shoulder as I scanned down the article. “No,” I answered him. “She didn’t say a word about the paper doing a piece on her new career. In fact, I didn’t know that making soap was a ‘new career.’ I thought she was only making a few bars for Susan, then selling the leftovers at Granny’s.” I read down to the end of the article. “Look at this Susan, it says this article first appeared in the East Tennessee Register newspaper. Wonder when it ran?”

“Yeah, and look,” Susan pointed to a line in the first paragraph. “This says she is the former Honoree Mullins of Marysville, Tennessee. Are you thinking what I’m thinking?”

“And what are you thinking my dear daughter? And why do I have the feeling that you two know something I don’t know, and that I will probably wish I didn’t know, once you tell me?”

“Daddy, I don’t know what you are saying. That is so totally confusing. Just sit down and drink your beer. You don’t want to hear what we have to say standing up.”

Daniel sat. “Okay, I’m ready. But let me tell Promise something before I forget. Babe, looks like you got the last word on the Georgia convict thing. I saw Mac late this afternoon. He said the state boys found the rock that killed Shane Long not fifty feet from where he fell—had his blood on it—also had two real good fingerprints on some mica chips on the face of the rock. You were right, the fingerprints do not belong to the escaped convict Fletcher shot.”

Now I had to sit down. “You are kidding? So whose prints are they?”

Daniel reached for a napkin to wipe the sweat from his beer and shook his head. “Don’t know. Not yet anyway. Mac made me promise that you would forget what I’ve just told you. We can’t talk about any of this. We might tip off the real killer. He could run and never be caught. You understand?”

What an insult. Of course I understood. “Daniel, I’m not some gossipy high school girl. I know all about confidentiality, remember. I’m a grownup counselor person. Do consulting work for an attorney.”

“Well now, don’t go climbing on your high horse, Dr. McNeal. I’m just repeating what the sheriff said. I mean he could have not even told me…”

Susan put her hands over her ears. “Stop it you guys…let’s not make it a federal issue. Daddy, do you want to hear what we found out over at MaMa’s or not?”

“Of course I do, Sweetheart. Go ahead, tell me. I’m listening.”

We spent the next fifteen minutes telling Daniel the Missy story, and he was right; he wished we hadn’t. When he began to pace the kitchen floor, Alfie took this movement as an opportunity to follow him back and forth, just in case there was food involved. “I’d like to say you two are way off base, but I think you are probably right. Somebody saw the newspaper article over in East Tennessee saying MaMa lives in Perry County and then tracked her down. Not too difficult since she’s in the phone book. Who in their right mind would leave their child with a stranger just because she makes homemade soap?”

Susan reached over and put her arm around her dad’s shoulder. “Oh Daddy, come on, probably has nothing to do with the soap.” She turned the newspaper toward Daniel. “I mean look at that sweet smile. Wouldn’t you trust your whole life and everything you hold dear to that face?”

He unfolded his tall body from the kitchen chair and rinsed out his beer bottle in the sink. “Yeah, I guess I would at that. Her sweet soul does shine through. You recycle these bottles?”

“Blue trash can in the utility room.”

The bottle clinked against several brothers in the can, and Daniel walked back into the kitchen, Stetson firmly planted over his black curls. He also brought Alfie a rawhide chew-chew from the pantry. Happy dog. “Susan, go ahead and put some potatoes on to bake. I’m over to MaMa’s. Be back directly.” I got a quick kiss and he was out the door.

When he was beyond earshot I asked Susan, “Your dad seems really upset; you don’t think he’ll do anything rash over there, do you?”

“Rash? What a polite way to put it. Will a bull stomp a rodeo clown if he gets in his way? But don’t worry. He loves MaMa Allen. It’ll be okay.”

The phone rang over to voice mail when I called Lyn Jeffcoat. I left a message and asked for a call back as soon as possible. About twenty seconds after I hung up, he called back.

“Yes, this is Promise. Dr. Jeffcoat, Lyn, thanks for calling. I have a situation here and I need your help.”

“Give me one good reason why I should even talk to you. You treated me terribly shabbily, you know that.”

Terribly shabbily? How pretentious is that? One of the big reasons our relationship didn’t work out had slipped my mind. “Lyn, my memory is of us mutually agreeing to go our separate ways. I don’t understand why you think I treated you badly, but if I did, I apologize.”

“After those three fabulous days in Savannah, I really thought you and I were soul mates.”

“Lyn, you and I never went to Savannah together. Are you sure you know who I am? Promise, Promise McNeal. From Atlanta. Or used to be.”

“How can you even think that I don’t remember you? Of course I remember. I know who you are. Promise McNeal. Rather short, quick wit, full high breasts, and all that thick nutmeg colored hair.”

What? Well, sort of— Okay, maybe five years ago when the good doctor and I were a short, over-the-summer, item. I was beginning to regret calling Lyn Jeffcoat; except (putting aside his decidedly smarmy behavior) he was the most knowledgeable person I knew about children’s issues. “Umm, right. I’ll note that description for updating my social resume. However, this is a business call, Dr. Jeffcoat. I need to ask your professional opinion about a little girl who may be setting fires.”

“So you’re not calling because you miss my body and want to beg for one more chance at my brass ring?”

The man must be bored out of his tree. How sad. “No Lyn. Strictly professional courtesy.”

“Okay. If you insist. A girl child, you say? How interesting. Fire starters are more likely to be boys. I assume this child is a client of yours?”

“Uh, well, it’s sort of a family thing. Let me give you a little background…” And that’s what I did, gave him a little background. Even though the Shoulda-Woulda-Coulda Committee was pretty much divided on whether I needed to tell all, I made an executive decision against sharing the unknown-woman-drops-child-off-and-disappears-into-the-sunset part.

A few minutes later, when I joined Susan in the kitchen, she’d started the potatoes baking and was marinating steaks. I folded the notes I’d taken while Dr. Jeffcoat talked and put them in my shirt pocket. “I’ll do salad. How come you are going to the trouble to marinate the meat?”

She turned from the counter with the meat fork raised and gave me a ten second lecture on how she just knew the steaks would be tough if we didn’t help them along. “You see, Miz P, I know these things. That’s why I’m a natural chef, and you should give the idea of converting Granny’s into a restaurant serious consideration.” I made an assembly line of tomatoes, mixed greens, carrots, and cucumbers on my side of the counter. “Don’t put the tomatoes in until we are ready to eat. They’ll make the greens soggy.”

Okay, the restaurant could be a great idea, but I knew then I didn’t want to play second chef and take orders from Susan. Not that I don’t love her, because I do. It’s just that living through my teenage years with my mother giving me directions on every tiny detail of my life was quite enough. No, I made up my mind, over the tomatoes, that if Susan and Daniel wanted to be restaurateurs, I’d cheer them on—after depositing my proceeds from the sale of Granny’s Store in the Perry County Bank. “Okay, Chef Susan, tomatoes go in last. I wish Daniel would get back. I’m worried.”

Susan covered the marinating meat with plastic wrap and put it in the fridge. “Don’t worry. Daddy can handle anything. What’d the UGA professor say?”

I patted my shirt pocket. “Made notes. Let’s talk about it when your dad gets back. That okay?”

“Sure. That way you only have to say it once. Besides, I’m into food right now and not kids with matches. I’m starving. Aren’t you?”

I wasn’t sure what I was, except confused. “I don’t know, maybe. Here, have some carrots.” We each took several long sticks, dunked them in blue cheese dressing, and crunched. I ate, chewed, and swallowed without really tasting.

Four days ago I was on a quest for information about my great grandfather—simple little genealogy search. Find a few facts to connect to my past, maybe a hint or two why I’ve been dreaming about January McNeal. Now I’m told he was a religious fanatic, was the only person ever to be asked to leave the Methodist church, and was probably a grave robber. How could I have a relative who was so far over the edge? I’m so ordinary I set the bar for average. Then the Georgia convict thing happens, and I’m spinning my brain over who killed Shane Long—since the Georgia man obviously did not—instead of processing my own trauma that I could have been killed by a desperate criminal. On top of all that, Mrs. Allen’s visitor seems to be an abandoned little girl who sets fires. This was entirely too much drama for my relatively quiet, country life, and certainly enough drama to confuse my appetite.

“You know, I feel like I need a scorecard to keep up with what’s going on. I still can’t wrap my mind around being tied up by that Georgia convict. And then Fletcher shooting him—it’s all so surreal, like I’m in a Cohen brothers’ movie. Now we have the Missy situation. I know Mrs. Allen means well, but we can’t ignore the fact that the child dropped out of nowhere. I mean at some point, someone would have to be looking for her—some family member, somebody. And what about getting her into school? You can’t just march a child into the principal’s office and say here you go— I think her name might be Missy; see if she can keep up with the third grade. Plus, there is no doubt in my mind that we’re breaking some child protection law by not immediately calling Sheriff Mac about her.”

Susan nodded her head in agreement and ate another carrot stick. “Yeah, I know. Mac is going to be pissed as a penned up opossum when he finds out. Daddy’s gonna have to call him; I don’t want my hair parted by his temper. And we haven’t even talked about MaMa being too old to take on the responsibility of a child, even if she could keep Missy. I don’t even want to think about how badly her heart will be broken when somebody takes the child away. Oh Lordy, let’s talk about something else. What about the January McNeal connection to Shane’s murder? What do you think we’re going to find in the Lewis Redmond book? And what about that Ezekiel 37 thing you were asking about? What do dry bones have to do with anything?”

Talking about January’s implied directive to read Ezekiel 37 was more baggage than I could carry at the moment. But the Redmond book…. What was the connection? The book had been relegated to the back seat of the Subaru when Susan and I decided to visit Mrs. Allen. And then, everything else was eclipsed by Missy’s appearance. I needed to get back to the book and its meaning. The book was something concrete. Something I could touch. I could deal with that.

“I’m not sure what we’re looking for in the Redmond book. Maybe some clue why Shane Long would check the book out of the library and take it on a hike. Doesn’t that seem sort of odd to you? If you’re going to hike, then hike. You don’t need a book on a moonshine outlaw to plot your trail.”

“Yeah. I’m with you, that can’t be a wild coincidence.”

“What can’t be a coincidence?” Daniel asked, as he walked in and closed the kitchen door behind.

“Oh, long story. Susan and I found some information today that may relate to my great grandfather. I’ll tell you later. What happened at Mrs. Allen’s?”

Daniel got himself another beer and retraced his steps to hang his hat in the utility room. “I saw the little girl. She tried to hide in the closet, but I convinced MaMa to bring her out to the kitchen. She sat in MaMa’s lap most of the time, and you know what I think? She isn’t so much scared of strangers as she’s afraid somebody’s coming to take her back where she came from. She’s holding on to MaMa like the last lifeboat to shore. Couldn’t get her to talk, except when I asked her if that was her stuffed elephant she was holding. Then she said, ‘da.’ Just the one word. That’s all.”

Susan and I chimed together, “da?”

“Yeah, that’s what it sounded like to me, da.”

Susan rolled her eyes. “Daddy, that’s not even English. I think old time Irish children called their daddy, da. I think it’s also an Eastern European language. Maybe the word for yes. You know like maybe Slavic— Croatian or Czech. Remember when I went on that student trip to Europe after graduation and we went over to Prague?”

Daniel stretched out an arm, palm out, toward Susan as though he was stopping traffic. “Stop. Don’t remind me. I don’t want to hear it. I was worried sick the whole month you were gone. Kept having nightmares about you being jailed in some communist country for shooting your mouth off, or something like that.”

Susan didn’t say anything else, but leaned over and hugged her Dad.

My mind was leaping to all sorts of conclusions. “Good grief. If English isn’t the child’s first language, no wonder she doesn’t have much to say. Or, it could be possible that she’s heard someone else use the word da. Maybe someone who lives with her mother is Slavic. Or, maybe her mother? No, that isn’t it. Mrs. Allen didn’t mention the mother spoke with an accent. Or, maybe the young woman who dropped Missy off at Mrs. Allen’s isn’t her mother at all. Mrs. Allen said Missy doesn’t ask about the woman or seem to miss her. Oh Daniel, we have to get social services and the sheriff involved. There is something terribly wrong here.”

He nodded and drank his beer; a frown cutting deep lines around his mouth telling me there was more. When he didn’t volunteer anything, I asked, “So, what else?” He shrugged and closed his eyes for a moment. “You asked Mrs. Allen about the fires, didn’t you?”

The beer went on the table and he sat up a little straighter. “Yeah, when Missy went back to the bedroom, I figured no point in skirting around the bugger. First I asked her where the missing kitchen chair got to. She hemmed and hawed around some and told me a lie about sending it out to get repaired. I wasn’t going to argue about the lie, so I outright asked her why she reckoned Missy would start fires, and didn’t she see how dangerous that was. Just about broke my heart to see MaMa cry like that. You know how she does, Susan; keeps the tears all tight inside her and squeezes her eyes down to slits to keep them from coming out. I can’t hardly stand that. I’d rather she’d wail and bawl. Anyway, I don’t think she knows the child probably came over here and set a match to your barn, but she sure knows Missy tried to burn the chair, and set the bathroom alight.”

Susan perked up. “So what did MaMa say about why Missy would start fires?”

Remnants of a smile shattered his frown. “Well, MaMa said she figured this world had treated the child pretty sorry, and she was probably mad enough to burn up the whole lot of it.”

My counselor’s mentality was resurfacing. “Sounds like a lot of unresolved anger and fear. We have to get this child help.”

Daniel regained his sober face. “I know, Babe, I know.”

Susan jumped back into the conversation. “While you were over at MaMa’s house, Miz P. talked to a hot-shot professor, another doctor of psychology, at UGA, about children setting fires.”

“A hotshot professor, huh?” Daniel repeated the phrase with a skeptical tilt of his head and winked my way. “And what did the hotshot say?”

I got up, opened myself a ginger-ale, and sat back down to face them while framing what I could say about such a complicated issue that wouldn’t sound like an eight a.m. class lecture. I decided on simplicity.

“Actually, Dr. Jeffcoat said the child had probably survived a painful family situation and was reacting to the trauma by feeling the need to burn the whole world down.”

Now Susan’s slight smile matched her dad’s. Sitting across the table from them was a flash reminder of how much they looked like family—the smile, the set of the chin, the same dark, thick hair. Family. What was it Mrs. Allen said about family? Family is who takes care of you.

Susan broke into my thoughts. “So your big time college professor said exactly what MaMa said?”

I was too worried to share the Allen smiles, but I nodded, yes. “Pretty much.”
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Steaks were finally grilled around nine-thirty. The beer and carrots killed what little appetite I had, so most of my T-bone went into the refrigerator for a sandwich another day. Susan left around eleven. I can’t remember how it happened, but Daniel stayed the night, the anger we’d carried for each other from days before dissipating into tenderness. Later, as I was drifting toward sweet, sweet, sleep, I wondered if Daniel’s silence on the issues that fueled our argument meant I’d won. Marriage would not be up for discussion. Then I questioned if this was an argument I really wanted to win. In my blissful state, with Daniel asleep beside me, I decided no, not really. What I really wanted was to feel safe and hopeful about getting married again. I wanted to know risking my heart wouldn’t result in breaking it. I also wanted the bliss to last forever and a pair of ruby slippers that would always take me home.

When I awoke at seven, Daniel was dressed and sitting on the back porch nursing a cup of coffee. I poured myself a cup and watched him from the kitchen window, slowly nudging the rocking chair back and forth, and staring out into the thin fog curdling, here and there, beyond the porch steps. He turned and smiled as I eased into the chair beside him. “Morning, Sunshine. I’ve got to get on out of here pretty shortly. Got cows to tend to and make my run as a loyal servant of the US Postal Service.”

“Umm. I’m glad I don’t have to rush anywhere this morning.”

Daniel laced the fingers of my right hand into his. “I hope I contributed to your peaceful state of mind this morning.” I smiled and kissed the ridge along his knuckles. He knew he had.

“I’d rather you didn’t drive anywhere until the fog clears.”

“Don’t worry Babe; this little patchy stuff is nothing. Doesn’t bother me. It’ll burn off by mid-morning.”

I frowned and sipped my coffee, avoiding any response that would bring up my fear of fog. It’s the claustrophobic weight of fog, snaking along the ground…not being able to see through it…not knowing what’s waiting in the shadow…like the laurel thicket I got myself lost in on Fire Mountain. It felt like a blanket over my head, suffocating me. I jerked as a shiver trembled across my shoulders. “You seemed deep in thought when I came out. Still worrying about MaMa Allen?”

“Umm. That’s part of it, sure. But what I was mostly trying to figure out was why you were so determined to hike Fire Mountain alone. Why is a fallen down cabin so important? How come you couldn’t wait for me to get back from Raleigh, or ask Susan to go with you? When I think on how close I came to losing you, well…well, I don’t know …” His voice trailed off. I didn’t know what to say.

With all the drama of Mrs. Allen and Missy the night before, I realized I hadn’t filled in the blanks for Daniel about January McNeal and Reba. I held on to his hand and told him about my first visit to Mrs. Allen: her confirmation that January McNeal may well have bought Sorley land on Fire Mountain; the letter from Margaret Connell; Reba’s adoption by Enid and Joab Sorley; her father being a man of color in Baltimore; and the puzzling coincidence of the letter’s reference to Lewis Redmond.

I hesitated sharing Mr. Kolb’s information about January McNeal being asked to leave the First Methodist Church. I guess it bothered me more than I was willing to admit. And truth be told, I was concerned about what Daniel might think about me having a relative like January. In any event, I copped out, telling myself he didn’t have time to listen to the rest of the story. Besides, I didn’t have all the facts yet. Daniel only partially bought into my explanation.

“I hear what you’re saying; but that still doesn’t tell me why you couldn’t wait. These woods aren’t like a stroll at the Mall of Georgia. You need to think about that before you tear off by yourself.”

Was Daniel scolding me? He sounded just like Fletcher Enloe. Did both of these men think I was totally incompetent? I stood up and leaned against the porch railing, looking out into the yard and trying to hold my temper. Minnie and Pearl emerged from their house and ambled out into the pasture looking for morning. Lucky goats. No one second-guessed them. I certainly wasn’t going to have Daniel telling me what I could do and what I couldn’t, but I was trying not to be angry with him for trying— only because I knew he was being bossy out of concern for me. “Umm. I’m sure you’re right.” As soon as the words were out of my mouth, I knew I’d said a June Cleaver kind of thing. Sold out to avoid a confrontation. Shame on me. My generation—one foot on either side of the river of feminism indeed.

Daniel smiled and shook his head. I think he knew he hadn’t convinced me of anything. “By the way, on another subject, I mentioned it before, but I hadn’t made it formal. I’m officially retiring from the post office. Guess you’ve heard the talk about the postal service needing to cut back employees and services. We hear they are putting together early retirement packages for some of us, and I’m going to say yes to whatever offer is made. I’ve carried the mail long enough, and if Susan is hell bent on doing this restaurant thing, I want to help her. We’ve talked about it. I’ll run the business side. She can be the creative side. What do you think?”

“I think you should do what makes you happy.”

“Me, too. But listen, if you don’t want to sell Granny’s Store to us, that’s okay. We’ll find another spot. With the economy the way it is, there are probably several restaurant sites available in Perry County.”

“No need to look around, I’ve decided I do want to sell. Without the worry of making a mortgage payment for Granny’s every month, life would be a lot less stressful. I’ve had to go into my savings every month since I bought the store, and that worries me. It worries me a lot. It’s time I cut bait on being a shopkeeper and found a side business requiring less capital outlay every month. I’ve got retirement to think about.” My friend Brooks Threadgill’s admonition that I needed a man to take care of me in my old age echoed from the back of my mind. I shook my head to send her voice back to Atlanta.

Daniel rose from his rocking chair, handed me his empty coffee cup, and kissed me good-by. “Then we are agreed. We’ll work out the details as soon as we can think about something other than lost little girls. Speaking of which— did I mention when I called Mac last night he asked if you could sit in on a meeting with MaMa, him, and a social services person today at two?”

“Yes, you did. Don’t know what I can contribute, but I’ll go.”

Daniel settled his Stetson atop his black curls and strode out to his truck. As I watched him, it occurred to me he was a man infinitely at peace with himself and the world he’d made for his daughter. On that icy night years ago, when Cowee Mountain claimed Susan’s mother, surely his heart was shattered beyond recognition. And yet, he’d healed. He’d managed to… Alfie made a polite ooof noise and rested his head in my lap. Must be breakfast time. Once he was happy, I would read the book on the outlaw, Lewis Redmond.
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A diminishing balance in my checkbook motivated me to transcribe session notes for the family violence clients I’d seen during the past the month. Once that paperwork was done, I could fax a billing statement to the shelter business office, and my conscious would be clear to indulge in the saga of Mr. Lewis Redmond. Sadly, three of the women I’d counseled at the beginning of the month had returned to their abusive partners. Still, I typed up detailed accounts of our sessions together, with hopes that we would meet again.

Over lunch of a peanut butter and fig jam sandwich, I read the thin volume on Redmond, hoping to discover connections with the Sorley family. I learned Lewis R. Redmond was a notorious moonshiner who did little to hide the fact that he made and supplied illegal whiskey. He was a tall young man reportedly considered handsome by women and his peers, who, by 1876, at the age of twenty-one years, had became a mountain folk hero.

On March first of that year, Redmond shot and killed a twenty-four year old federal revenue officer, Deputy U.S. Marshall Duckworth, who was attempting to serve him with an arrest warrant for moonshine activities. It was reported Redmond shot the deputy in the throat at close range with a derringer, and the man died moments later. As word spread of Redmond’s audacity in defying federal whiskey laws, fellow distillers and local newspapers rallied to his stand on the mountain man’s right to make and sell his own whiskey. Some even held the opinion that Duckworth brought on his own demise by being on the wrong side of the moonshine issue.

According to the book, Redmond’s whiskey business covered a wide geographical area, from Rabun County, Georgia, to Pickens County, South Carolina, and back my way to Transylvania and Swain Counties, and over to Bryson City, North Carolina. He was finally captured in 1881 after being wounded six times by revenuer bullets and sent to prison in Greenville, South Carolina. The book reported President Chester A. Arthur granted Redmond a pardon in 1884. Upon his release from prison, Redmond returned to South Carolina where he died in 1906.

Margaret Connell’s letter mentioned the governor of South Carolina was attempting to intercede with the President on Redmond’s behalf. That was certainly a connection to the Sorley letter, but it didn’t answer the question of why Shane Long took this particular book along as a guide on a hike up Fire Mountain. I wondered, as I closed the Redmond book and made a fresh pot of coffee, if Shane had read the Connell letter found in Mrs. Allen’s old suitcase. Or, since the Goddard twins had probably seen it, did they mention the letter to Shane Long? And if they did mention it, what relevance did it have to him?

Moonshiners. Bootleggers. Hard to understand, being a city girl, how illegal whiskey could play such a substantial role in the culture, economy, and folk legends of my adopted Appalachian Mountains. I smiled to remember that my neighbor, Fletcher Enloe himself, was in the moonshine business before he was shipped overseas in the Korean conflict. His sarcastic comment about the business was that learning to use a typewriter in Korea was more useful than running moonshine the rest of his life. What a tough old bird. He probably types better with two fingers missing than I do with all ten. Still, Fletcher must have made a pretty good living in the whiskey business. I’d heard from Daniel that he’d paid cash for his land and his house before he went to Korea.

Had Lewis Redmond made his fortune in illegal whiskey? In his book, Bruce Stewart wrote that Redmond was an expert distiller and worked for a legitimate whiskey manufacturer after he was released from prison. But was he a wealthy man because of his illegal whiskey ventures? If he was, why did he bother to work at all? Perhaps working was a condition of his pardon?

I scanned through the book again. The author wrote that many people at the time assumed Redmond made a fortune in moonshine. Assumed. Apparently, no one actually knew if he was a wealthy man. Not that his wealth, or lack of it, seemed to be the connection to my family, or the Sorleys. In fact, it seemed from Margaret Connell’s letter that Redmond’s wife, Adeline, was simply a distant cousin who was willing to help an orphaned baby. Poor Reba. I hoped the Sorley family filled her heart with the safety of being loved and wanted.

Wait. Wasn’t there something in Margaret Connell’s letter about Adeline being grateful to Joab Sorley? Margaret wrote something like: his guiding hand saved her and her family from Yankee bandits? What was that all about? I’d have to ask Mrs. Allen if she knew how Joab Sorley had helped Adeline Redmond while Lewis was in prison. Could Joab Sorley have kept Redmond’s whiskey fortune—if there was a fortune— safe from bandits? The letter said Adeline would bring Reba by wagon, guarded by members of the Redmond gang. Maybe they were guarding more than a woman and baby. Maybe the trunks Margaret mentioned carried more than a dowry for baby Reba.

I took my coffee out on the back porch and called Sheriff Mac. Surprise. He answered his own phone. “Sheriff Allen. How can I help you?”

“Hey Mac. How come you’re answering the phone?”

“Lunch time. Short handed. You okay?”

“Yes, I’m fine. Just wanted to confirm the meeting at Mrs. Allen’s at two.” As I talked, I looked out beyond my goat yard to Fletcher’s side of the fence. Fletcher and Mrs. Allen were chatting in his yard. Little Missy was visiting with Hubert, rubbing his ears and feeding him carrots. In the short space between my words to Sheriff Mac and his response, the little girl climbed up on the fence and leapt onto Hubert’s back, riding him out into the sun dappled grass like a Welsh pony.

“Yes, ma’am. Two o’clock. Don’t be late. I need to get back to town for a commissioner’s meeting at four.”

Did I see what I thought I saw? Missy stood up on Hubert’s back, raised her arms over her head, leaned forward, and executed a graceful handstand. She held her pose for a few seconds and then eased herself back down astride the goat.

“Did you hear me, Promise?”

Amazing. And Hubert seemed to be enjoying himself. He made no effort to buck the child off or turn and bite her. I smiled, considering just how much tea tree oil soap Missy would require to wash away the gamey goat smell. Alfie would smell like a Cherokee rose in comparison.

“Yes Mac, I hear you. I’ll be there. One more thing before you hang up. It’s about that book on the outlaw Lewis Redmond. I keep wondering why Shane Long was reading it. Do you know of any connection between Lewis Redmond and Perry County?”

“If you’re talking about those old stories that Redmond buried his gold over here before he was thrown in jail, forget it. The state boys have already raised the possibility that Shane was looking for the mysterious, and I might say, nonexistent, Redmond gold on Fire Mountain. Far as I’m concerned, the whole idea is crap. There’s no reason to believe Long was doing anything but reading an interesting paperback book when someone killed him. Tell me, if he was reading Star Wars would we be hunting around for Darth Vader? No, we wouldn’t, now would we? Remember, you gave me your word you’d stay out of my business. I’d sure hate to lock up my favorite cousin’s lady for interfering with an ongoing investigation.”

Was Star Wars a book? I didn’t think so, at least not until the movie came out. My mind was clicking off the possibilities of who would know the stories about Lewis Redmond’s gold? “I’m not interfering, Sheriff Mac. Just asking a question.”

“Leave the Long murder to us professionals. I got to go. See you at two.”

The Historical Society. Somebody down there probably knew the Redmond story. I was now a dues paying member; maybe I could make a trip to town and ask a few questions. Or better yet, Fletcher Enloe seemed to know all the gossip worth knowing. Since he was so anxious to na-na-na in my face about January McNeal, maybe he would like to share a story about Lewis Redmond.
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The wheels of any given governmental agency wagon often roll, if they roll at all, with a wobbled motion, as though no two wheels are aware of the purpose of their invention, or that the goal is to propel forward. I honestly couldn’t say that about our Perry County social services agency if Director Peg Greene, who chaired the two o’clock meeting, was any indication of the rest of the department.

She knew the few facts of the case, had obviously discussed the issues ahead of time with Sheriff Mac, and came well prepared. Later, I learned Peg Greene was mother to Susan’s good friend, Melissa. That probably accounted for the fact that Mac, Peg, and Mrs. Allen, all seemed to know each other—another advantage of living in a small town.

From the way the meeting went, it seemed to me that Peg Greene had made the decision beforehand that leaving Missy with Mrs. Allen was safer than carting her off to a foster home populated by strangers. I wasn’t sure if her decision was based on the best interest of the child, or fear that the child would burn down someone else’s house. At that point, I wasn’t even sure Peg Greene knew about the fire starter possibility. Of course, Mrs. Allen was in complete agreement with keeping Missy, so the meeting went smoothly.

The worst comment I could make about Mrs. Greene, a widow, was that she appeared to be smitten with Sheriff Mac. Since I was sitting across the table from her, I had a good look at the batting eyelashes and longing little smiles. Oh Lord, save me from making a fool out of myself like that. But oh well, there is no accounting for taste. Mac is attractive, I guess, in a pompous sort of way, though certainly not sexy, like his cousin, Daniel. Lucky me.

When Peg Greene got down to business, she explained why the State of North Carolina couldn’t look the other way with regard to locating Missy’s parents. No matter how remiss they might be, due diligent effort would be made to find them. She then presented a three part, short term, case plan for Missy. There would be a hearing in front of the juvenile judge within five days. There, she explained, she would recommend leaving Missy with Mrs. Allen, for now.

After an initial evaluation, Missy would attend weekly sessions with the child counselor appointed by the department. I was asked to act as backup counselor, in case of emergency. If the counselor advised, Missy would be enrolled in public school, with the department working out the details as to why she had no school transfer records or birth certificate. Mrs. Allen visibly stiffened at this requirement and opened her mouth to object. Instead, she shifted her body in the old kitchen chair and said nothing.

Finally, Mrs. Greene affirmed the obvious: Sheriff Mac would investigate the circumstances of Missy’s arrival at Mrs. Allen’s house and attempt to locate her parents; however, the child would not be released to the parents without a hearing and a judge’s order.

While the grown-ups discussed her future, Missy sat silently in Mrs. Allen’s lap, hugging her blue elephant against her body. When Peg Greene asked her if she wanted to stay with Mrs. Allen, she nodded yes. When asked if she knew where her parents lived, she looked confused and said nothing. At one point, Missy reached over and rested her small hand on mine. She didn’t say anything or look up at me; she only touched my hand. It was as though she was testing the warm flesh and bone of my hand to confirm I was real. How strange?

Sheriff Mac beamed with pleasure, as well as visible relief, when Peg Greene concluded the meeting. He followed with effusive compliments for Mrs. Greene, the Department, and the State of North Carolina in general. My guess is that Mrs. Allen had made it clear that she expected him, being family, to show some steel and use his office, if necessary, to assure Missy stayed with her. He’d won without a fight. At the first opportunity, with a kiss for Mrs. Allen and handshakes for Peg Greene, and me, Mac excused himself. Mrs. Allen’s bird clock chirped once for a quarter past three—plenty of time to make the county commissioners’ meeting at four o’clock. Mac is the consummate politician. This must be a re-election year.

Not a word was said about the possibility of Missy being a fire-starter. And who would have thought the tiny, silent, compliant little child on Mrs. Allen’s lap was capable of such destruction? Except me, of course. I’d seen Mrs. Allen trying to hide the burning chair and the results of a fire in her bathroom. Then there was my hay barn—crumpled in the pasture, shrunken and crispy, like a charred marshmallow. I could only hope that Missy’s psychologist was up to the task. Thinking about the burned barn segued into another subject. I needed to find a contractor to clean up the mess and build another barn. Poor Shane Long. What was he really doing on Fire Mountain? And, who killed him?

Three toast-brown deer, ambling along the creek bank, raised their heads in unison when I drove across the bridge connecting Mrs. Allen’s driveway with Fells Creek Road. After the long hungry winter, this deer family was already hard at work browsing for available food. Regardless of the lingering cold night temperatures, perhaps spring had arrived, after all.

The first spring I moved to the mountains, I planted fifty-six fancy tulip bulbs in anticipation of a riot of color come Eastertide—I know there were fifty-six because I counted them as I crawled on my knees in the black dirt of the flower bed. The riot came not as colors of red, yellow, and deep purple, but as deer finding my tender, newly budding tulips, and then inviting twenty of their closest friends to a tulip feast. No more tulips.

Life can be hard for animals in the Western North Carolina Mountains. Last October, all the summer blackberries were eaten and wild blueberries had dried hard and small on the bushes from lack of rain. From my front porch, I watched an irritable bear chase squirrels from a paltry fall of acorns and scoop his catch into ready jaws. That night, both my bird feeders were pulled down, broken open, and emptied of every last sunflower seed. The good news: this winter had been wet, with more than our usual snow days, rendering the ground fertile and sweet. Maybe the deer wouldn’t find it necessary to forage my early daffodils and hosta, and spring bear would find better pickings than seeds from my new Audubon bird feeders.

Thinking about food reminded me—I needed to pick up half and half, a box of kitty chow, and Raisin Bran before I went home. Since technically I’d already paid for groceries at Granny’s Store, I decided to drive over there to shop. The only car in the parking lot was Susan’s.

“You had a slow day?”

Susan looked up from the laptop resting on the checkout counter. “Yeah. I’m thinking a flood is coming and the whole county has been evacuated. We’re the only ones who didn’t get the email to build an ark.”

I retrieved the three items I came in to buy and added a pint of Turtle Tracks ice cream to the cluster on the counter. “That what you’re doing, checking for flood warnings on the web?”

My cell phone rang before Susan could respond to my teasing. Sifting through the surplus of my life collecting in my purse, I found the phone and checked the caller id. First Methodist Church. “Hello.” When Mr. Kolb answered, I hit the speaker button so Susan could hear the call.

“Yes, Ms. McNeal. Fortunate you gave me your cell phone number. I found something you may be interested in. Is this a good time to chat?”

“Of course. What have you found?”

“Well, I realize it isn’t much, but, by chance, I was cataloging minutes of the burial and cemetery committee meeting from the year your great grandmother died. There seems to be a reference to her. Do you want to hear the entry by the recording secretary for the committee?”

The Rev. Mr. Kolb had our attention. Susan and I stared at the cell phone as though it were an ancient oracle. “Absolutely. Can you read it to me now?”

“Surely. The burial committee entry reads: ‘August 25,1905. Emergency meeting convened. Our sister in Christ, Reba McNeal, passed into glory yesterday. As Mr. McNeal was reported to be attending a revival gathering in Pitts County with the Rev. A.H. Butler and could not be summoned home, Mr. and Mrs. Joab Sorley requested the committee approve them as guardians to finalize funeral arrangements. So approved. Mrs. McNeal will be buried in the church cemetery beside her infant son, Ephraim, who passed in 1901.’ I’m afraid that is it, Ms. McNeal. There may be more information in future minutes. If I find anything else, should I call you?”

“Yes, please do. I would appreciate it. Do you have any idea who Rev. A. H. Butler was?”

“Oh, I most certainly do.” I could visualize a smile breaking across Mr. Kolb’s freshly shaved face. “Butler was from Greenville, North Carolina. He was one of the most noted of the fire-branding Pentecostal preachers during the Awakening. Rev. Butler preached that all true believers must be born again and baptized in the Holy Spirit to receive salvation. Butler also professed that speaking in tongues is one of the gifts given to the sanctified. A.H. Butler, G.B. Cashwell, Charles Fox Parham— all interesting men. Their careers make for fascinating reading. Check them out on the web, sometimes. After all, it’s the modern thing to do. A library at your elbow, don’t you know.”

The Rev. Kolb had lost me just after the words, ‘fire-branding Pentecostal.’ I grimaced at his pun about the Internet and replied, “Yes, perhaps I will. Check them out.” Though I doubted I would actually research Butler, or any of the other more fundamentalist preachers. I have a hard enough time grasping my own loose interpretation of Christianity, and what concerned me was not the firebrands themselves, but how my great grandfather chose to apply their preaching. Still, I appreciated Mr. Kolb’s efforts. It was kind of him to call. “Thank you again, Rev. Kolb.”

“My pleasure, Ms. McNeal. Take care and God Bless.” The line went silent and I tossed the phone back into my purse.

I don’t think it had time to settle among the half used Kleenexes before Susan blurted out, “How weird is that? Your great grandfather was off at some tent meeting, maybe getting baptized by the Holy Spirit and speaking in tongues, when his wife died.”

“You make it sound like he was off bar-hopping.”

“I didn’t mean it to sound that way. It’s just… holy crap, that must have been horrible, to ride back into town and be told your wife is dead and buried.”

“Umm. Terrible. Heartbreaking. Can you imagine the guilt? To be out of town when she needed him beside her.” We were quiet, letting the weight of January’s loss sink in. What would January do with so much guilt and sorrow? His face from my dream came to mind. There was assurance in his voice, certitude in his luminous blue eyes. No guilt. But this was before Reba died. In the dream, with Reba and his child beside him, he proclaimed Ezekiel 37 to me as though it was the answer to all questions. What had her death done to his certainty?

“Miz P. Did you hear what I said?”

January’s face faded and I came back to the moment. “No, I’m sorry. What?”

“How was the meeting over at MaMa’s?”

“It went well, actually. Missy stays with her for now and we see what Sheriff Mac can find out about her parents.”

Susan tapped her laptop to wake the beast. “That’s what I’m working on. Looking up back copies of the East Tennessee Register. Figured if a child went missing over there, it would be in the newspaper.”

“Find anything?”

“Nada, zip, nothing. No missing children. Was Missy happy about staying with MaMa?”

“Happy? If you can count her sitting in Mrs. Allen’s lap and not looking terrified, then I guess we could say happy.” I remembered her touching my hand. “She is a strange child.” Susan’s brows knitted to a tight arch. Did I add to her worry about her MaMa by saying the child was strange? Maybe I shouldn’t have said it. I moved on to something less threatening. “You know though, I did see Missy genuinely happy earlier this morning. I was out on the back porch; she was over on Fletcher’s side of the pasture visiting with Hubert. One minute she was feeding the old goat a carrot, the next she was climbing up on him like he was a pony. She even executed a pretty good handstand on his back. When she came down, she was grinning ear to ear.”

Susan typed something into the computer. “Did you say handstand? You mean like acrobats in the circus…ride in on the horses and do tricks?”

“The circus? Well, yes, I guess. Why do you ask?”

She continued to type. “Hang on a second. I want to check something I saw in the Tennessee newspaper.”

I added a box of Liver Snap dog treats from the shelves to my groceries on the counter and returned the ice cream to the freezer. Did I really need all those calories?

Susan finally looked up from the screen. “I found it. Come around and look at this news article from February.”

I walked behind the counter and read over Susan’s shoulder. The screen showed a color picture of some sort of post-fire ruins. The caption below, with a short accompanying article, said the Circus Fantell had experienced a fire in the kitchen facility immediately after the closing show in Knoxville. No one was injured. The owner, Mr. Phillip Fantell, stated that the circus would replace damaged equipment and there would be no cancellation of performances scheduled in March at the Georgia Mountain Fairgrounds, in Hiawassee, Georgia.

“There was a circus fire in Knoxville about the same time Missy showed up here. You’re thinking she started the fire? Is that your point?”

“My point exactly. You said she did a handstand on Hubert’s back, just like they do in the circus. Interesting coincidence. Don’t you always say you don’t believe in coincidences?”

I changed my mind again and got the ice cream back out of the freezer. “Yes, I do say that. But linking Missy to a fire in Knoxville just because she does a handstand is really a stretch, don’t you think? Not even severely troubled kids want to burn down the circus. At least not usually.”

Susan rang up my items and hit the key making them house purchases.

“You may be right. But I’ve got a feeling there is a connection. I’m going to surf the web and see what I can find out about the Circus Fantell.”

I know Susan was disappointed when I didn’t jump up and down about the Knoxville fire. But honestly, I was trailing a lingering echo from January’s voice in my mind and feeling the heavy sorrow he must have felt when he returned home to learn his wife was dead. I wanted to go home and sit quietly with the new information about Reba’s death— try to envision a scenario other than the one that was playing out in my mind, something other than dry bones rising up in Ezekiel 37.

I drove the short distance home with family history as my passenger. If what I’d learned so far was correct, when Reba died, my grandfather James was about five. January died about four years later. Did the Sorley family take James in and raise him as they had Reba? I was close to tears thinking about what those years must have been like for poor little motherless James?

I had little knowledge of grandfather James’s life. Only that he arrived in Atlanta as a teenager and found work in the Fulton Cotton Mill. Later, he completed school and obtained the required certification to teach sixth and seventh graders, which he did, so far as I knew, for the remainder of his life. He died at an early age, probably from lung problems contracted at the cotton mill, and left my grandmother McNeal to cope with a wild but charming, ne’er-do-well son—my father, James McNeal Jr.

Grandmother McNeal did not live to be an old woman. I understand her health was always poor and her disposition even worse. Perhaps she lacked the optimism necessary to deal with my father—optimism that my mother possessed in abundance. My mother, the beautiful Rose Marie Fitzgerald McNeal, adored my father. Her face would glow with love whenever he walked into a room, and she forgave his transgressions time and time again. She once said to me, “Sweetheart, when a man gives you all he has to give, how can you fault him?” That question has always stuck in my throat like a stick turned sideways. Something about the assumption that we should be willing to settle for short shrift makes me angry. Maybe the “all” my father parceled out was veiled selfishness. But no matter, my mother loved him unconditionally.

My mind jumped back to January and the impact this Christian Third Awakening movement must have had on him. Did he believe he could speak in tongues, and was baptized by The Holy Spirit? Did he blame God for his wife’s death? Did he blame himself? Did he hide his grief deep inside and tell himself her death was God’s will?

I couldn’t know what January thought. There was no way to look up the answers on the Internet. However, what I did know, and couldn’t bring myself to share with Daniel or Susan, was that January was calling to me in my dreams. He was not at peace in The World to Come, as the ancient Jews called that place beyond death, and needed something from me, something from this side of death, from the world of the living.

At that moment, I felt that if my disturbing dreams were what Mrs. Allen called the sight, I’d just as soon close my eyes and will the gift away.
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Fletcher Enloe, my good neighbor and rescuer up on Fire Mountain, was soldiering along our common property line, tugging randomly at fence posts, when I drove in. I left my purse and groceries on the porch, let Alfie out of the house, and walked across the goat yard to catch him before he evaded me. “Evening Fletcher. What’s up?”

He gave me his usual you’re as dumb as dirt look. “What’s up? Gasoline and taxes, that’s what. You walk all the way out here to ask me that?”

Best to ignore the sarcasm. “Are some of the fence posts loose?”

“Not so far as I see. Just checking the line. Hubert has a habit of rubbing and leaning against’em, trying to look fetching for your girls, I reckon.”

“Oh, okay. Thanks. I’m glad I saw you though. Wanted to ask you a question.”

He stopped walking and raised his steely blue eyes to mine. How can a man manage to be so confrontational just by looking at you? Is it years of practice, or a gift from birth? He waited for my question, no doubt composing a pithy comeback. I smiled, thinking I might disarm his surly nature. Well, I didn’t really think the smile would disarm him. Adding fuel to the fire would be more likely. I can be just as contrary as Fletcher.

“Since you seem to know all the local lore worth knowing, tell me the story about the outlaw Lewis Redmond hiding his moonshine gold over here in Perry County.”

Fletcher laughed. Actually it was more like a hoot. If a nearly eighty year old man can hoot. “I know Hot-lanta folks ain’t eat up with common sense, but I wouldn’t figure even you’d believe a story that dumb.”

At this point I didn’t care about Fletcher’s derisions. I accepted the fact that I would always be an outsider from Atlanta, no matter how many years I lived in Perry County. “Why is the story dumb? Redmond was a major moonshine outlaw. If he didn’t make a lot of money doing it, why risk prison?”

Fletcher’s answer sounded as though he was giving directions to a three year-old on how to tie sneakers. Very slowly, he said, “There ain’t no gold, never was. Get yourself a history book and study up. Back then folks made whiskey to sell like other folks farmed or shoed horses. Times were hard. You did what you could to get by. There wasn’t no real money in whiskey running till folks figured out you could haul branded whiskey from wet counties over to dry counties, jack up the price to cover the risk. Redmond was long dead by that time.”

I wasn’t sure I was buying his story and wanted to ask about his own bootlegging days, but since I rarely get a straight answer from the man, I hesitated. Wonder of wonders. He continued to talk. Not at all like the Fletcher Enloe I’m used to encountering. “Shine’s always been the common man’s drink. Unlessen you’re talking about high-drawer mix like apple brandy. In Redmond’s time, the cooker was likely to be as poor as his customers. Nah, I tell you, Redmond got famous for outsmarting the law for a long spell, but like as not, all that hoop-la got him was his picture in the papers and his face drawed up on wanted posters. Way back of this, I heard tell his wife and family woulda gone hungry when he was in prison, iffen his wife, Adeline, hadn’t got helped by family.”

“So, you don’t believe Redmond buried any gold over here in Perry County for safe keeping?”

He laughed again. “No. And I don’t believe in Santa Claus neither. Besides, use your head, girl. If there was any gold, Redmond woulda come fetched it when he got out of prison.”

Alfie padded over and stretched himself up on the fence to greet Fletcher, receiving a grudging pat on the head for his effort. “Dang dog still smells.”

I rubbed Alfie’s ears as consolation for Fletcher’s insult. “We’re working on it. He smells better every day, I think.” Fletcher grunted. “I am asking about Redmond because I’m still puzzled by Shane Long sitting along a hiking path reading a book about an outlaw—an outlaw who, it is said by some, buried a treasure in the area. Maybe Shane was looking for the gold?”

Fletcher shook the last fence post at the corner of the pasture and quipped back. “Shane Long was a decent carpenter, but he didn’t have sense God gave a wooly worm. I’m sorry the boy got himself killed, but I guarantee he wasn’t smart enough to cipher out where some imagery gold got hidden.”

“Up there on the mountain, I saw you take what looked like a map out of Shane’s backpack. Did you look at it?”

“Yeah, I looked at it and it weren’t no treasure map.”

“Then what?”

“Nothing. Just a piece of map of where he was hiking. Showed the National Forest area and a piece of my land. I reckon the half that got torn up was the rest of the eastern part of the county.”

“So maybe he was looking for something.”

“More likely he was afraid of getting lost. I done told you the boy was about as dense as a maple log.”

“Umm.” I wasn’t convinced.

Fletcher raised his arm and waved. I turned around and saw Daniel wave back. “Yonder’s your man. You need to get on back to the house and quit pestering me. I got work to do.”

I secured both hands on my hips and leaned toward Fletcher. “Daniel is not ‘my man’. You say that like my car, or my shovel. And I thought we were having a conversation. Excuse me for pestering you.”

Fletcher shot me a sideways smirk as he turned to walk away. “Whatever you say, Miz McNeal. You just remember to stay off my mountain. I done had to run off trespassers a day or two back of this.”

It was impossible for me to let him have the last word. “And by the way, thanks for not telling me about January McNeal. Being humiliated by Rev. Kolb’s history of the Methodist Church really made my day.”

He stopped and turned back to me. Silence for a few seconds. Both hands went deep into his knife-pressed chino pants pockets. I immediately regretted my whiny comment. I’d only embarrassed myself by letting Fletcher know how upset I was. Fletcher cleared his throat, and I steeled myself for another insult. “I admit that was a might mean spirited,” he said, his voice carrying about the same emotion you’d express ordering a hamburger at the drive-through. “Didn’t calculate you’d take it thataway. Come around in a day or two and I’ll take you up on Fire myself. I’ll tell you what I know.”

His half- apology stung like a razor cut. I opened my mouth to say something; I don’t know what. Probably something conciliatory. Fortunately, I stopped myself from uttering a June Clever remark, and asked him if tomorrow would be a good day to hike up the mountain.

He frowned but managed a civil response. “Not tomorrow. Got to take The Red Bird over to Waynesville to get her picture took for the Smoky Mountain News. Young buck newspaper writer favors old Fords, I reckon.”

Walking back to the house, I remembered I had ice cream in my grocery bag. Daniel opened the gate of the goat yard to let me through. I fast walked to the porch, talking to him over my shoulder as I opened the kitchen door. He followed. “Thanks. Come on in. I forgot I had ice cream.”

“By your scowl, I’d say Fletcher managed to piss you off.”

“Nothing new about that.” I put the groceries away and refilled the cats’ crunchy bowl in the utility room. Cat and Junior rubbed against my legs in appreciation. Cats are so much less complicated than people.

Daniel got a beer out of the refrigerator and motioned an offer to me. I shook my head no. Didn’t want beer clouding up my head. He opened the cap, took a swallow, and looked pleased. “Those Mexicans make some good beer, don’t they?” It was a rhetorical question. No answer needed. “So tell me what you said to set Fletcher off.”

Why does it always have to be something I say to set Fletcher off? I put water on for tea and sat down at the table across from him. “Fletcher said he had to take The Red Bird to Waynesville tomorrow. Is he talking about that old car he used to run moonshine?”

A look of ecstasy, like my son, Luke, had as a kid when he fondled the latest Transformer toys at Target, nestled on Daniel’s face.

“The Red Bird. Yes ma’am, that’s what she’s named, on account of her being candy apple red and pretty much able to fly. 1937 Ford coupe, 3.6 liter, V8 flat head, engine. That was before Fletcher souped her up. No revenue man ever caught up with him in that baby. Got that sexy V-shape front grill and small rear window. Looks like she wants to roar. Every boy in Perry County knows that car. Set up to run a thousand pounds of shine, back when the Enloe brothers did that for a living. Now she’s show quality. Real beauty. Cost about eight hundred-fifty dollars back in the day. Now she’s worth about thirty-five thousand. Pristine shape.”

“Umm. Fascinating. Sounds like a guy thing. We didn’t really talk much about the car. I was trying to quiz him about the story that Lewis Redmond hid gold over here in Perry County. Figured he would know about it, being the old gossip that he is.”

“Is this about the Lewis Redmond book Mac’s boys found with Shane Long’s body?”

“Yes. I can’t get the idea out of my mind that there is some connection between Redmond being mentioned in the letter Mrs. Allen gave me and Shane reading the book.”

“Do you think Shane saw the letter and jumped to the conclusion that Redmond’s wife was hauling gold in the wagon along with your great grandmother Reba?”

Daniel is quicker than I sometimes give him credit for being. “I don’t know. Maybe. The thought had crossed my mind. Though it does seem a little unlikely, doesn’t it? Fletcher insists everyone around here knows there was no Redmond gold. Also, Mrs. Allen doesn’t recall showing Shane the letter.”

The kettle whistled and I got up to make my tea. “However, she does remember the Goddard twins coming over a couple of years ago looking for civil war memorabilia. They went through the suitcase, and probably read the letter.”

“And that means what? I don’t get it.”

Dunking the tea bag with more force than really necessary, I said, “I don’t get it either. The whole thing is making me crazy. Whirling around in my head like top. I just know the twins and Shane were friends, and whenever the Goddard twins are part of the deal, somebody is going to get screwed.”

“Don’t guess this has anything to do with you still being mad about the twins gulling you when you bought Granny’s?”

Alfie came to the door. I let him in and he plopped down beside Daniel’s chair. “Mad? Why do you think I’m still mad? The crooked twins led me to believe the store profits were legitimate, and then I find out the only reason they were turning any profit at all was because they were selling homegrown pot from the store. Why would I still be mad?”

Daniel smiled and raised his beer to me. “Then I’m proud of you for moving on with your life and not holding a grudge.”

Okay. He had me on that one. Maybe I was still mad.

“Well, let’s assume for a minute that you are right about the Goddard twins. You’re thinking maybe they told Shane Long there was gold up on Fire Mountain and that got him killed?”

“You mentioned Shane and the Goddard twins were friends. Maybe they told him the story about the gold. Then maybe someone else, also looking for the gold, saw him up on the mountain and killed him. Maybe there really is gold up there. I mean there has to be a reason someone picked up a rock and smashed Shane’s head in.”

“How would anyone even know he was up there?”

It only took me two seconds to answer that question. “He parked his new motorcycle on the turnout down on Fells Creek Road, remember? I saw it parked there the day I went into town and when I came back. Anyone driving by who knew Shane would have recognized the new Harley.”

“True. You have a point there. Course, I hate to remind you that Mac has ordered you to stay out of the investigation. As soon as the state boys get an ID on the fingerprints they found, I’m sure the mystery will be solved.”

“I’m working on family history, not messing in his investigation. But what if they don’t identify the prints? Then there is a killer walking around free.”

Daniel reached over and tucked a stray lock of hair behind my ear. “Yes, dear. I hear you.”

We sat in silence, me sipping tea and him finishing his beer, until another thought settled in his mind. “Speaking of history, I saw Rev. Kolb, Mr. Methodist History himself, in town today. He said he enjoyed meeting with you. I don’t think you finished telling me what you learned from him.”

I looked away from Daniel, toward the back door.

“You hear something in the yard?”

“No, just the wind. I…umm… it’s a long and complicated story.” I was shuffling through the answer cards in my mind, looking for just the right one to show Daniel.

He leaned back in the chair, locking his hands behind his head. “Promise, why do I have the same feeling I used to get when Susan was little, and she was concocting a wild story to get me off track?”

“I don’t know why you would say that. It’s a complicated story, that’s all.”

“Complicated? As in quantum physics? Something like that?”

“No, of course not. It’s just, well, I learned my great grandfather was somewhat eccentric. He was caught up in the turn of the century Pentecostal-Holiness movement. Speaking in tongues and all that.”

“Why is that complicated? Lots of mountain folks took a liking to what the holiness view of Christianity offered. Lots still do. Didn’t several churches split from the Methodist back then to preach the Pentecostal ideas?”

“Well, yeah, I guess. But it was more than that.”

“Like what?” When I didn’t answer immediately, Daniel teased, “Don’t tell me your great granddad was one of those snake handlers—carried a croaker sack full of rattlers in his buckboard.”

Having a snake handler in the family would have been easier for me to accept…maybe. Though, maybe not. I retreated to the kitchen counter, occupied myself with Alfie’s supper, mixing dry food with left over ground beef. Alfie was grateful, ate every morsel, and licked the bowl. Daniel wasn’t ready to give up the conversation.

“So, was old January a snake handler? Is that what you’re so defensive about?” The humor in his voice was lost on me, but he kept on. “Seems like you don’t trust me enough to tell me the whole story. That really hurts. Didn’t I trust you enough to follow you to Atlanta last year to trap that Angel person, based on nothing but your intuition? And didn’t I help you get her arrested? It was a cockamamie scheme, but I went along. You know snake handlers are still around. I saw a PBS special about them not long ago. Weird stuff. It’s illegal in North Carolina, so they’ve all moved to Tennessee, supposedly.”

“For crying out loud Daniel, will you stop that? January wasn’t a snake handler. Can’t we just talk about something else?”

“Well we could, but now you’re so all fired determined not to tell me, my curiosity is up. Seriously, is what you found out so awful, you think I’d judge you by somebody in your family three generation back?”

I don’t know how Daniel can spend his days either with cows or undelivered mail and be so perceptive. That was exactly what I worried about—being measuring by my great grandfather’s behavior. If January was an over the edge zealot, and a grave robber, what did that make me?

Was I harboring some latent crazy-person gene? Or worse yet, how about my son, Luke? Maybe the latent crazy-person gene was responsible for him running around the world working for some secret governmental agency and telling me he works for Acadian Oil. No, I knew better than to chalk up any aberrant behavior the McNeals exhibit to latent genes. At least in Luke’s case. His father, my ex, Randall Barnes, the macho-man Atlanta cop, is the reason Luke would step up to the plate and volunteer for a dangerous job— anything to garner respect and admiration from his dad. Just the thought of Randall Barnes gave me acid reflux. How could I have been so wrong about him?

Daniel waited for me to explain, and by the determined set of his jaw, he’d continue to wait until I offered up something plausible. “Okay. He went around town preaching about the Holy Spirit and The Second Coming…whatever. Apparently made a habit of interrupting church services to quote scripture and I don’t know what all else. From what Mr. Kolb says, he finally made such a nuisance of himself that he got arrested a couple of times. It seems one of his preaching points was no alcohol—a temperance man, it seems. No doubt that made him pretty unpopular in the land of corn liquor and apple brandy.”

“Sounds like a regular hardened criminal.”

“This isn’t funny. And it really does get complicated.”

“Okay. I’m listening.”

“Well, I think he was in jail when their first son died in a fire. Then he was off at a tent revival somewhere else in North Carolina when Reba died. The Sorley family—remember they raised Reba as their daughter—buried her in the Methodist cemetery before January got back to Perry County. I don’t know why, except he was about a hundred miles away, and they probably couldn’t reach him. It’s not like they had cell phones. And it was August, probably didn’t have fancy freezers in the funeral homes back then either— anyway, not long after that January was sort of asked to leave First Methodist Church.”

“Promise, slow down a second. That’s confusing. It also seems kind of harsh for Methodist folks. Not like the Methodists I know to turn a man out for street preaching against booze and attending a tent revival.”

It wasn’t fair to leave Daniel with such a negative impression of his Methodist brothers and sisters. Besides, he’d find out the whole story sooner or later anyway. While he waited for the other shoe to drop, I poured hot water in my cup for a second cup of tea. As I reached for a tea bag from the cupboard, the cell phone beeped at me from the muffled depths of my purse. I dug the phone out, but hesitated before I hit the play voice mail message button. Might as well go ahead and own up to January’s misdeed.

“All right. If you insist on knowing, January wasn’t thrown out of the church for preaching. The church members, and probably the whole county, believed he dug up Reba’s coffin from the Methodist cemetery, along with the child who had died a couple of years before, and carried them up Fire Mountain. They asked him to leave the church because he was a grave robber. You satisfied now?” Daniel’s mouth dropped open. What was the word Susan used? Gobsmacked? That’s what Daniel looked like: gobsmacked.

I entered my password and Susan’s voice escaped into the kitchen. “Hey. It’s me. Listen, I tried to reach you, and Daddy. Neither of you are answering. When you see him, tell him what I found out about the circus fire, okay? I closed the store early. Decided to make a run over to Hiawassee and didn’t want to drive it in the dark. Who knows, maybe the Circus Fantell is still around. I’ll call you as soon as I know something.”

Daniel was up and out of his seat, grabbing the phone and punching in Susan’s cell number, before my mind could process her message. The phone immediately rolled over to voice mail, said the party was not available. She must be in a bad cell spot. Then her plans for going to Hiawassee dawned on me. She intended to drive over to the circus in Hiawassee and ask questions about a missing little girl with a talent for doing handstands. A bad idea, the Shoulda-Woulda-Coulda Committee pronounced in my head. For once, I agreed with them.

Daniel’s daddy-radar was up and blinking red alert for danger. He waved the cell phone at me, as though I could coax more information from the tiny flat machine. “What the hell is she talking about?”

Oh crap. When it rains, it pours. I spent the next thirty minutes answering Daniel’s questions, retelling Susan’s theory about little Missy. He vacillated between wanting to charge out and follow Susan or not, and wore a path on the pine floor in the kitchen from pacing around. Finally, he called Sheriff Mac. Having a man-talk with his cousin calmed him down a bit, especially after Mac agreed to check out the Circus Fantell and the Knoxville fire; nevertheless, Daniel continued to dial Susan’s cell number every five minutes for the next two hours.
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“Daddy! Stop treating me like a twelve year-old.”

“Well, sometimes you act like a twelve-year-old. Thinking you’re invincible. Going off halfcocked.”

It was after ten o’clock. Susan and Daniel had been bickering from the second she returned from Hiawassee. “Are you going to sit down and stop yelling at me so I can tell y’all what happened, or not?”

End of March, or not, I hadn’t been able to get warm all day and sat on the hearth with my back to a crackling fire. Let the two of them wear themselves out. I’d wait for the story I knew Susan would have to tell, in detail. She’s like that. Not in a bad way. It’s just her enthusiasm for life.

Daniel finally stopped fussing but wouldn’t sit. He leaned against the oak timber mantle and propped one booted-foot up on the hearthstones. “I’m not yelling. Go ahead, tell us what happened.”

Susan crossed her legs, Indian style, on the sofa and winked at me. I looked down at my lap to keep from laughing.

“I mean, it isn’t like I didn’t know where I was going,” she said, looking up at her dad. “Remember we went over there to the Georgia Fiddler’s Convention last year. The Georgia Mountains Fairground is right on Highway 76, not hard to find. The music hall is just inside the grounds entrance. Where else would they have a circus in Hiawassee, Georgia, population eight hundred and ten?”

Daniel must have been anxious for her to cut to the chase, because he interrupted her. “Okay, okay. So was the circus still there?”

“Well, of course not. Do you think I’d get that lucky? I drove over to the music hall and the parking lot was deserted, so I got out and went to the front entrance. It was locked, but I did see this cardboard poster stapled to the events board beside the door.” Susan held up the eight-by-eleven brightly colored advertisement announcing The Circus Fantell, showing a man and woman, dressed like dancers from the Nutcracker Ballet, leading a fancy decked out horse into a circus ring. Standing atop the horse was a young girl, costumed in silver sequins, a tall white feather plume in her pale hair and a huge smile on her face. The child could be our Missy, maybe.

She handed her dad the poster so he could get a closer look. He looked doubtful. “Then, as I was sitting in the parking lot, thinking what to do next, you will never guess what, or who, I saw.”

Daniel made a rolling circle gesture with his right hand. I think that’s musician speak for speed it up, get on with it. “Okay, okay. A compact white sedan, just like the one MaMa described, drove slowly past me. I got a pretty good look at the driver, and she had yellow hair. Just like the girl who dropped Missy on MaMa’s porch. So, naturally I followed her.”

“Naturally,” Daniel echoed, and rolled his eyes.

“The sedan drove deeper into the Fairgrounds, going slow like she was looking for someone, or something. When she got to the RV camping area, she turned into a campsite. There was one of those thirty-foot Winnebago bus things parked there. Must have been parked awhile cause the roll out awning was out with a couple of folding lawn chairs underneath, and a charcoal barbecue. I saw the yellow haired girl get out and go inside, so I pulled in the lot on the lakeside across the street. Thought I’d wait and see who came out. Not a good idea. As soon as I parked, I could tell the Winnebago had a perfect view of me, and my red Jeep. I pulled back out, went down to where the road forked back to the highway, and circled back past the music hall. I met the little white sedan headed out of the Fairgrounds. I guess I could have followed her, but I decided to go back to the Winnebago instead.”

Alfie yawned and turned his other side to the fire. I think Daniel wanted to do the same, but he nudged Susan instead. “Okay, we get the picture. Did you find out anything or not?”

“Daddy. I’m trying to tell you. As soon as I stopped in front of the Winnebago, this tall, lanky, sort of young dude comes swaggering out. The guy is shirtless. I mean it’s probably fifty degrees, and he wearing no shirt. I cannot tell you how gross he was. Greasy hair back in a ponytail. Whole upper body, arms, chest, everything, covered in tattoos. Don’t know why, but I said. Cool, Is that Wild Bill Hickok on the horse? He grins like he’d just won the Miss America contest, and raises his arms to flex his skinny muscles. That’s when the smell of weed and no shower for three days drifted my way. I really did want to puke.

“‘Absolutely,’ the guy says. ‘Got Hickok in Florida year I was eighteen.’ Then, oh my God, he turned around, and there was Sitting Bull tattooed across his back. Feathered headdress and all. Now wouldn’t you just know this guy had to be with the circus? Wow. Some artwork, I said to him.

“When he sees the poster in my hand, he stops grinning, and asks me—sort of mean like—if I’m lost. Sounded to me like he was trying to sound tough and not just mega stoned. I ignored his question. You with the circus? I ask him, like I already know the answer to my question. He snarks back at me, what’s it to you? I’m trying to sound cool and collected so I say, I’m just looking for someone with the circus, that’s all?

“He starts back peddling and tells me they weren’t with the circus anymore. He puffed himself up, all important like and said, ‘we’re selling this piece of crap RV tonight to some rich guy in town, and we’re moving on. Buying a carwash, on account of the Old Man says that’s about the only damn thing can’t be farmed out to the freaking Chinese.’ I’m thinking this is a long speech for a stoner. I took it the Old Man was his father. I nodded like I agreed with him about the Chinese. Then I asked him where the circus had moved.

“Before he could answer, or tell me a lie, the Winnebago door opened and this really, really, short guy jumps down the stairs and hurries over to us. I mean he’s way shorter than you, Miz P. and he looks madder than hell. Had to be a dwarf. Kind of bowed legs and short fingers. Maybe forty years old, or so. It was hard to tell. Mad, or not, I can tell you he was a lot cleaner than the tattooed guy. Dressed in nice gray slacks and a white button down dress shirt.

“Now I begin to think I’m trapped in the Twilight Zone, or something—a tattooed guy and a dwarf— but I figured I was already there so might as well go with it. Good evening, Sir, I say to the little person. I’m with the Allied Insurance Company out of Denver, and I’d like to ask you a few questions. I think I was pretty convincing.”

Daniel crossed his arms over his chest and boomed out, “Allied Insurance? Is that what you told them? You impersonated an insurance agent?”

Susan continued, “Yeah, well, I don’t think that’s like against the law or anything. Is it? Anyway, as soon as I said it, the little person calmed down—no angry look—and reached out his hand to me.

“I’m Dick Jest, and this is my son, Tempi, he says to me all friendly like.

“I told him I was pleased to meet him, and shook his hand. Tempi? Interesting name, I say to the little guy. Then he points to the Tempi guy and says to me: his mother was Basque, what can I say? Basque like to fight. You here about the Knoxville fire?

“I have no idea what the Basque remark meant. But I said yes to the fire question. He gave his son with the interesting name a nod and the son walked off and sat in one of the folding chairs under the awning—close enough to hear us, but too far away to be part of the conversation.

“‘Listen lady,’ Jest says to me in sort of a condescending voice, ‘I’m real sorry, but we don’t know anything more about the fire than what we told the police. You can go get a police report. Nothing says we have to talk to a private cop. Know what I mean?’ Course he was smiling the whole time. Then he says I will have to excuse them because they have an appointment.

“I smiled back at him and said, Sure. No problem. Then I tore off a corner of the poster, wrote my cell phone number on it, and handed it over to Mr. Dick Jest, the soon-to-be car wash owner. In case you think of something, I said to him, and got back in the Jeep and left. Now really, you guys, can you believe it? A tattooed doper and a dwarf? Is this not too weird?”

Susan blew out a deep breath and leaned her head back against the sofa. As she was telling her story, I thought at first she was frightened by the encounter with the Jest family. Then I realized she was so pumped with adrenaline, fear wasn’t a factor. Susan loved her adventure, much like a skydiver loves the plunge. I stood up and stretched my back, not knowing what to say.

Daniel was not at a loss for words. “Sweetheart. What you did was reckless and could have been dangerous. Sometimes you scare the crap out of me.”

“Are you going to start yelling again?”

“No, I’m not,” Daniel replied, as he flexed his long fingers and shoved his hands into his back jeans pockets. “So what did you find out? Doesn’t sound like much to me.”

Sitting upright again, Susan shot back at Daniel, “Daddy you are just too mad at me to think straight. Those Jest guys know something. I can feel it. And also, the important connection is that I saw the girl with the yellow hair driving a little white car. She went inside the Winnebago and must have talked to them. If she’s the woman who brought Missy over here to MaMa’s house— and I believe she is—then there is a good chance Missy is the child in the poster, and they know who she is.”

Daniel dropped his head, semi-defeated. “Well, maybe. That’s possible. But don’t you think there are probably a lot of young women with yellow hair who drive little white sedans?”

“Sure, but you have to admit, we have several huge coincidences working here.”

I had to agree with Susan.
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Susan and Daniel left around midnight. I believe she would have talked on and on about her adventure with the Jest men, but Daniel insisted they go home. It was just as well. I was tired, and he was driving over to Charlotte bright and early the next morning to inspect some used restaurant equipment scheduled to go on the auction block later in the day. A trip all the way to Charlotte must mean he was serious about Granny’s Store becoming a restaurant. I meant to ask if they’d chosen a name for the new restaurant, but with all the excitement, I forgot.

When they were leaving and Susan was well out of earshot, Daniel hugged me and asked, “No hard feelings about me teasing you so bad on old January?”

I shook my head no, and he added, “I was thinking though, about what you said. Technically, I think a grave robber is someone who digs up bodies for some nefarious purpose, to sell them for research or something like that. Don’t think a man wanting to move his wife and child closer to home is exactly grave robbery. It’s strange, I’ll admit, but I’m not sure it’s grave robbery.”

“Umm,” was about all I could say. A fleeting question did run through my mind. How did Daniel know a word like nefarious? Another surprise from my cowboy, fiddle playing, mail carrier lover. And would January’s reasons for taking Reba and the baby home fall under the nefarious category?

After they left, I took a long hot bath and tried to relax. Even so, when I finally slept, I drifted into fitful dreams. Too many thoughts of abandoned little girls, fires, and dry bones made flesh in the book of Ezekiel. I dreamt I was inside a shrinking room with January. I was using all my strength to push back the walls with my hands. No matter which way I turned, cold plaster walls closed in on me, the space between my great grandfather and me smaller and smaller, until he was standing at my back, whispering in my ear—something about the mighty power of the Holy Spirit. I strained to make sense of his words, but his voice trailed away, far into the distance. I looked down. January and I were barefoot—his feet sheet- white, long and boney—mine were covered with bilge-green foam. I smelled the brine of the ocean at low tide.

I pulled myself out of the dream, turned on the bedside lamp, and spoke to my great grandfather within the safety of the bedroom light. I asked him what he wanted from me, why he traveled the blue mists of eternity into my dreams. Alfie left the warmth of his rug in front of the great room fire and came to the sound of my voice. He rested his large soulful face on the side of the bed and whimpered. “I’m sorry big guy,” I soothed him. “Did I disturb your peaceful sleep? It’s okay, you can sleep in here if you like.”

The next morning, I felt as though I hadn’t sleep at all. Just as I was pouring my first cup of coffee, the phone rang. I answered only because the caller ID told me it was Susan.

“Hey. You’re not going to believe this, but that repulsive Tempi Jest just called me.”

I gave Alfie the chew-chew he’d been waiting patiently for and took the phone and my coffee out on the porch. The damp earth scent of hemlocks and pines was close and comfortable, like a well-loved wool scarf. Rolling thunder threatened rain. “You mean the son of the Little Person, right?”

“Yes, Dick Jest is definitely a Little Person. How politically correct of you not to call him a dwarf. Anyway, Tempi said to meet him and he’ll tell me what he knows about the people in the poster. He also wants a hundred dollars for his troubles.”

“A hundred dollars? Seven-thirty in the morning is a little early for extortion, don’t you think?”

“Are you kidding? That tattooed trailer trash is probably so whacked on weed he doesn’t even know what day it is, much less the time.”

“You think he was smoking pot yesterday when you went over to Hiawassee?”

“Well duh. Is Mike Huckabee a conservative?”

“Such a nice man. Don’t totally agree with his politics, but whatever. Still, a good man. I don’t think I have a hundred dollars in cash in my purse. Do you?”

“No, but I’ll drive through the ATM on my way out of town.”

“What do you mean ‘out of town’? Where are you meeting this guy?”

“Out sixty-four. Just beyond the Cut, before you hit Chunky Gal Mountain on the other side. I gotta go. I’ll call…”

That was enough for me to interrupt Susan. “Hold on. You are not meeting some pothead person alone. I’ll be at the bank when you get there. I’m leaving now.” I closed Alfie in the house and left Daniel a message on his cell phone. Fat raindrops were falling on my windshield as I drove out onto Fells Creek Road. Oh, shit, I swore. I hate driving over Standing Indian Mountain in the rain. It rises to more than five thousand feet, and I feel like the car is going to take flight over the side of the cliff. Some days I question if I’m truly meant for mountain living.

Susan drove my Subaru, at my insistence, because I thought it was safer than her top heavy Jeep Wrangler. We headed west on Highway 64 and climbed slowly along the switchbacks. Tennessee stretched somewhere to my right. Over a thousand feet below, the Nantahala River flowed along the valley floor. Though, from the car window, misting rain and low clouds tricked the mind into believing all that existed was the curtain of evergreens skirting the road’s edge.

I checked my seat belt and gripped the passenger safety handle above my door to keep from rocking about from the twisting and turning. More than once I asked myself why this rendezvous was a good idea. Wouldn’t it be smarter to give the information to Sheriff Mac, then go home and worry about my own life? Chasing information about a circus fire, in hopes of locating Missy’s mother was about as long a shot as I could imagine. Who knew if the fire was even connected to Missy? Fires happen all the time.

I looked over at Susan. Neither of us thought to grab a raincoat, and, to add misery, the temperature, in the rain, at this elevation was well below fifty degrees. Susan’s short denim jacket would be soaking wet one minute after she got out of the car. I considered asking her why she felt so strongly about meeting with Tempi Jest, but the hard look on her face stopped me. My question didn’t matter. We were here, and she was concentrating on the road and on what might happen when she stood face to face with him. Susan’s intuition was in charge. She believed Tempi had information that would help her MaMa Allen. That was enough for now.

She slowed down to a crawl just on the other side of the Cut—literally a deep gash through the mountain to make way for the road. Here, three-story high gray and black rocks, still oozing ice in late March, loomed to our left, so close you felt you could lean out of the car and trail your hand along the frozen surface. The rain had slowed, hesitant now, with ribbons of dull sunlight pushing behind us from the east.

“Help me look for Forest Service Road 120. There it is.” She eased the car off the highway onto a wide shoulder and stopped. “I can’t tell if there is anywhere to turn around once I get down the forest road. I don’t want to be trapped up here with tattoo boy.”

“Wait. Let’s think about this. What did Tempi tell you about the road?”

Susan blew out a heavy breath, and clenched the steering wheel until her knuckles paled. “I’m thinking. Just give me a minute.” She closed her eyes for a couple of seconds, then sucked in a deep breathe. “Okay, Tempi said the Appalachian Trail crossed the highway here—there was a parking lot. He said to wait at the parking lot.”

“Parking lot. Good sign. That means space to turn around. Ease down enough for us to see it. Leave yourself plenty of room to back out if it doesn’t look safe. Sound okay?”

She nodded. The Subaru moved forward, stopped, and then moved about another two hundred feet around a slight curve in the road. A narrow parking lot carved at the bottom of a slope lay ahead. I could make out the familiar Appalachian Trail hiker signs blazed at the head of the lot. She drove into a parking space and maneuvered the Subaru around so we were facing out toward the highway.

“Here’s what we do: I’ll get out and wait for him. That way, maybe he won’t notice you’re in the car.” She dug her cell phone from her jeans pocket and dialed. My cell rang in my purse. “Can you believe we have service up here? Thank you, Lord. Answer your phone and we’ll leave the line open.” I flipped my cell to answer. Susan punched her speaker button for hands free talking and slid the phone into her jacket breast pocket. “Now we find out if this iPhone was worth the money I paid for it. Keep your head down.”

With our plan settled, she got out of the car and ambled toward a lone oak log bench perched at the entrance to the Appalachian Trail, but some distance away from the car. A drizzling rain wet her face and hair, and she brushed the moisture away with her hand. Before she’d reached the bench, an army green Nissan truck turned down the road and drove along side her.

I saw her shake her head no, and nod toward the bench. Good girl. She was refusing to get into the truck with him. He said something I couldn’t hear. Susan shrugged and turned to walk back toward the car. He called out, “Wait.” She stopped. He parked, got out of the truck, and they faced each other. Susan shivered in her damp denim jacket. Our extortionist, decked out in a long black canvas duster, a brown scarf around his neck, looked toasty warm and dry.

Even in her low-heeled combat boots; Susan stood several inches taller than Tempi Jest. Good. Maybe her height would give her an edge. Could his real name be Tempi Jest? Who would name a child Tempi? Of course, when I thought about it—who would name a child Promise? I slumped down in the seat and held the cell phone closer to my ear. He was saying something. I think he was asking if she brought the money.

Susan nodded yes and unfolded the circus poster from her pocket. Her voice was muffled but easier to hear than his. “Answers first. What do you know about the Knoxville fire? And who’s in the poster?”

“Damn, I told the Old Man you’re a cop snooping around about the fire. I knew it all along. Okay, so maybe you’re a private cop working for the insurance company, but you’re still a cop, right?” His voice sounded excited, but not fearful. This boy watched way too much television as a kid.

“Whatever you say, Mr. Jest. Tell me about the fire?”

“Yeah, well, you’re going to be disappointed there cause I don’t know nothing. We barn in Jacksonville over the winter, usually till April. This one-day the word goes out we’re doing an early date in Tennessee. Just two nights for some charity fund raiser. I follow my old man, like I always do, to work one of the garbage joints.”

“Garbage joints?”

“Yeah, you know, souvenirs and stuff.”

“So what about the fire?”

“I told you. I don’t know nothing. We did the shows and were packing up to leave. The fire bell blasted twice, then twice again. That meant it was the cookhouse on fire. I did what I was told to do and started moving everything I could away from the cookers. That’s it. Fire trucks came, put out the fire, and the next morning the place was picked over by cops looking to figure if it was an okay fire, or if the Fantell’s had maybe started it on purpose.” Before he continued with his story, he blew on his hands to warm them.

“Somebody said it started in the Dumpster beside the cookhouse tent. I don’t know. Wasn’t my job. The cops grounded us for a few days. Then Pokey, Mr. Fantell, put the word out they were headed somewhere to buy stuff that was burned up in the fire and would catch up with us in Hiawassee. The Old Man and I did what we always do—came on ahead to spread around the advertising paper.”

Susan raised the poster and pointed to the three figures. “Did these acrobats with the horse show up in Hiawassee?”

“Show up? Sure they showed. That’s Pokey Fantell and his wife Nan. You think they wouldn’t be there to boss the rest of us around?”

“Was Nan Fantell the blond haired woman I saw yesterday driving away from your RV?”

“Nan? Shit no. She don’t mix with the help. That’s her daughter. She and my Old Man are tight. Calls him Uncle Dick. He’s looked out for her since she was little. Nan and Pokey get on her ass and she hides out with us till it settles down. She don’t like me worth a shit, but who cares. She’s a tight ass with nothing I want.”

“Back to the poster. The little girl on horseback. Was she in Hiawassee?”

Tempi was silent for a few seconds. Thinking, maybe? Making up a lie was more likely. “Nah, come to think of it, I didn’t see her at the Hiawassee gig. Nan brought her to the Knoxville show, but she didn’t do none of her fancy donkey flips in Hiawassee.”

“Did anyone ask why she didn’t perform in Hiawassee?”

Tempi smirked. “Are you kidding? First rule of the Fantell Circus: Don’t talk to Pokey Fantell, or Nan, if you don’t have to. Second: Don’t ask questions, unless you want your face rearranged. They ain’t exactly the sweetest taters in the basket.”

“What’s the little girl’s name?”

“You sure are nosey about some little bitty twat. I ain’t never seen her until Knoxville. I told you that already. Knoxville’s the only time I saw the kid. I got no business messing with a little girl who don’t hardly speak English.”

He smiled and flipped his scarf over Susan’s head, pulling her against him. “Now you. You’re one sexy big girl. I do have business messing with you.”

This conversation was sliding down hill, fast. I sat up straighter in the seat and got an excellent view of Tempi tightening his grip on the scarf and licking Susan’s forehead.

Time seem to stand still. Susan said nothing. I debated with the Committee in my head whether I should move into the driver’s seat, start the car, and pull up beside Susan, or wait. I heard Tempi say, “My hard cock is seriously thinking about messing with you. How about it, big girl?”

Susan’s answer was swift. She stomped Tempi’s right foot, jerking out of his hold on her as he wailed in pain. Then she stepped forward, toward him, grabbed his hair with both hands as he bent to his wounded foot, and slammed his face into her raised knee. He crumbled face first to the ground without a sound. After she nudged him face up with her foot, Susan tucked the five twenties into his left duster pocket and walked back to the car.
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Susan drove slowly past Tempi Jest’s immobile body. The only movement I noticed was a trickle of blood running out of his nose. Perhaps he was playing opossum, thinking it was safer to lie still on the ground, or less humiliating. “You don’t think he’s seriously hurt, do you?”

Susan’s eyes were wide, her hands shaking on the steering wheel. “Ask me if I care. Have you got a tissue? I need to wipe my face.”

I dug a pack of Handi-Wipes from the console and handed her a moist sheet. She scrubbed her forehead as though she’d been spattered with snake venom, handed me the sheet, and then took another from the package to repeat the scrubbing. “I can drive back, if you want me to,” I offered.

“No. That’s okay. I’ll be fine. Just give me a minute to calm down.”

I took the Handi-Wipe package and handed Susan a bottle of chilled well water we’d been sharing on the trip up the mountain. She said thanks and took a deep swallow. “Crap. I told you Tempi was a doper. He smelled so strong with the stuff my stomach was churning. One more minute and I really would have puked.”

“I can’t believe you actually gave him the money.”

She looked surprised. “What do you mean? Of course I gave him the money. I said I would, didn’t I? You think I’m unethical?”

“Unethical?” Under the circumstances I had to let the word, unethical, sink in. “No, of course not. It’s just…” It was becoming hard to hold back a smile. “It’s just, well, he, umm, sort of attacked you; and you sort of, probably, broke his nose…and…”

Susan was catching my smile. “Yeah, well, what’s your point?”

We both broke out in raucous, snorting laughter. It’s interesting the effect fear can have on a person.

On the way back into town, Susan pulled into the drive through of The Bean Hut; a coffee kiosk camped beside the Bi-Lo, and ordered two lattes. “And don’t give us any of that skim milk stuff. We want the heavy duty fat,” she said to the young man at the window. After witnessing Susan’s performance up on the mountain, if I’d been the coffee person, I would have been very careful to use cream and not skim milk. I was calm enough now to wonder where and why Susan learned the skills necessary to break a man’s nose. She handed me my coffee and pulled over into an empty parking space.

“Did you hear everything Jest said up there?”

“I think so. Basically, he thinks you work for the insurance company investigating the Knoxville fire. Doesn’t know how the fire started, and doesn’t know Missy’s real name. Actually, we don’t even know for sure if the little girl in the poster is Missy.”

Susan blew on her hot coffee and took a sip. “Come on, how unlikely is that? Missy looks like the child in the circus poster. There was a circus fire about two months ago, then she showed up here, and you saw her doing handstands on a goat’s back. I’d say, walks like a duck, quacks like a duck, I think we have us a duck. And don’t forget, Tempi said the little girl doesn’t speak English very well.”

“Oh yeah, I forgot about that. Another one of those crazy coincidences.”

“Speaking of which, Tempi also said the only time he’d seen the child was at the Knoxville show. She wasn’t in Hiawassee. If she was the Fantell’s child, don’t you think he would have seen her before now?”

“So, if she isn’t their child, whose child is she? We still don’t know.”

“No, we don’t know for sure. But I’ll bet the Fantell girl with the electric yellow hair is the woman who dropped Missy off at MaMa’s house.”

“Yeah, could be. Remember Dr. Jeffcoat’s comment that a child who starts fires comes out of some terribly traumatic family situation?”

“Sure, I remember. If the Fantells are her parents, and she started the Knoxville fire, do you think they had the other daughter bring her over here to MaMa’s to keep the police from finding out about her?”

I sipped the warm. creamy latte and thought for a moment. “No, that doesn’t ring true. The Fantells don’t sound like the kind of people who would drop off a child with a stranger, especially if they thought she was a moneymaker for their show. No, they’d leave her with other circus people, someone they could control, until the questions about the fire died down. Then they’d go pick her up and put her back to work. No, I think you’d only leave a child with a stranger if you were trying to make her disappear.”

Susan nearly shrieked her next question. “Oh my God, you think the daughter left Missy with MaMa to keep her away from the Fantells, don’t you?”

I nodded. “That’s exactly what I’m thinking. Pokey and Nan Fantell wanted her as a novelty child act. Maybe the daughter realized they mistreated Missy, just as they mistreated her as a child, and used the fire as a diversion to get the child away. Didn’t Jest say the daughter would stay with them whenever life with her parents got too rough? That would explain why the yellow-haired girl is hanging back in Hiawassee with Uncle Dick—waiting for the dust to settle. She’s afraid they’ll figure out she took the child. But even if that were true, why wouldn’t the Fantells report Missy as missing? That doesn’t make sense.”

We sat drinking our coffee and thinking. So many possibilities. An attractive red-haired girl, driving a canary yellow Beetle, ordered at the coffee kiosk and waved at Susan. Smile like sunshine. Happy to see Susan. With only a slight suggestion of a smile, Susan returned the wave, and then looked away.

I was curious. “Who is that pretty person? All those long bouncy curls make me think of the little red haired girl in the Peanuts cartoon. Is she a friend from around here?”

Susan looked down at her lap, blotted at an errant drop of coffee. “Oh, that’s Sam. She’s a potter. I mean she has a day job, but she also throws pots. She’s from Asheville. Met her the last time the Pot Lickers played over at Baby Petree’s Barbecue in Sylva.”

Susan’s banjo and her singing are always popular when the band plays. Everyone loves her three-finger, Earl Scruggs, picking style, even me, and I don’t know bluegrass from fescue grass. “She was waving like she wanted to talk to you. Maybe it was important.”

With eyes rolling in my direction, Susan fairly snapped at me, “I’ll call her later. Can’t believe you are so nosy. You sound just like Daddy.” She quickly changed the subject, and I was left wondering what that little exchange was all about. Am I nosy? I don’t think I’m nosy.

Susan continued, “Yeah, not reporting a missing child doesn’t make sense. And you know if the child were reported missing, Mac would have heard about it. Missing child alerts go out to law enforcement all over the country. The other thing is, I would’ve seen something in the newspapers I read online.”

“You would think so. The other puzzling part to me is this thing about Mrs. Allen saying Missy doesn’t seem to miss anyone… doesn’t ask about her family. Hasn’t said a word about anyone named Fantell or mentioned she was with the circus. Of course, Mrs. Allen says she doesn’t really talk about much of anything, so who knows? As your dad said, she’s clinging to Mrs. Allen like she’s the last boat ashore.”

Susan reached up and tugged at her hair in frustration. “Oh crap, I just thought of something. I should have asked Tempi where the Fantells are now. You know if that little jerk sold us information for a hundred dollars, he’ll call the Fantells and do the same with them; probably tell them I was asking questions. I wasn’t dumb enough to give him my name, but he has my cell phone number. Even a cretin like Tempi Jest probably knows how to trace the number. I better call Mac.”

Susan punched in Sheriff Mac’s office number, only to be told by his secretary that he was out on a call, and we would have to leave a message. Susan frowned and dialed another number.

“I’m calling a friend who works in dispatch,” she explained, and then I heard a voice answer. “Hey Pam. You all right? Baby get over the measles?” I couldn’t hear the response but wondered why a baby in this day and time would contract measles, since there is a vaccine to prevent it. I guess I am nosy. “That’s good. I’ll come by and see her real soon. Listen, I’m looking for Sheriff Mac. Any idea where he is?”

Susan listened for a few seconds. Her eyes narrowed and she shot me a worried look. “Did you say Watauga? That’s on the down side of the mountain, isn’t it?” More listening. “Did they get to him in time?” More information from Pam, then Susan thanked her, hung up, and started the Subaru. As she pulled out onto Main Street and headed north, she filled me in on her conversation.

“Mac’s at an accident over near Watauga Road. We’re going over there. Pam said some old man driving a red Ford came down Cowee at ninety miles an hour and lost it on the last curve coming down the mountain. From the description of the car, she thinks the man may be Fletcher Enloe.”

My heart skipped. “Oh, my God. How bad is it?”

“She doesn’t know. He went over the side of the mountain. That can’t be good. The rescue team is out there now.”

We pulled off the shoulder about two hundred feet from the accident scene and hiked up the steep road. An officer walked hurriedly in our direction, probably to tell us to move, but Mac saw us and waved the young man away. Once we were beside him, we saw a team of four men and one woman below the steep slope. The men struggled for balance as they climbed the incline, carrying a blanket-covered body secured to a stretcher. A woman walked beside. I couldn’t see what she was doing, but did see a bloody face above the blanket. He must still be alive. As the party reached the top of the slope, Mac and the young deputy eased over the edge to give a hand with the stretcher. A siren screeched behind us, and the red and white ambulance pulled along side. In the few seconds it took the team to hand over the stretcher to the ambulance crew, and for them to secure an oxygen mask, I recognized the face as Fletcher Enloe’s.

The ambulance made a U-turn and screamed toward town. Susan walked over to talk to Mac. I looked over the slope into bramble and winter bare trees. The Red Bird was visible about three hundred feet below, wedged against the base of a large oak. The Ford was folded in half like a paper origami twisted by the wind. Shortly, Susan was back beside me. “What’d Mac say?”

Her voice was low and sad. “He said to meet him back at his office. I told him we might know something about where Missy came from.”

“And Fletcher?”

She sighed and put her arm around my shoulder. “He doesn’t know. No way to tell yet. Except, the rescue team told him Mr. Enloe was conscious when they pulled him out of car. He repeated the word, trespassers, three or four times before he passed out.”

“Trespassers?”

“Yeah. That’s what Mac said. What do you suppose he meant?”

The young officer walked up to us before my thoughts about Fletcher’s words could form. “Ma’am. You need to move your vehicle. Sheriff says this stretch of road is too dangerous for vehicles to be parked on the shoulder.”

We drove back to town in silence and parked in front of the Perry County Sheriff’s Department. I’d been thinking. Sheriff Mac met us inside, and as soon as we sat in front of his desk, he picked up a pad and pencil to take notes. I took this as a good sign. Perhaps he was going to take our information seriously. “Mac, before I forget, I talked to Fletcher yesterday. Two things: he told me he was going to Waynesville today to have The Red Bird’s picture taken for the Smokey Mountain News, said a reporter was interested in classic cars. I suppose that’s why he was coming back over the mountain in The Red Bird; he also mentioned he’d found trespassers recently up on Fire Mountain. Don’t know if those two things are related to his accident, just thought I’d mention it.”

Mac jumped on my comment a little too quickly. “Let’s don’t go off half-cocked and look for more trouble than we already got,” he shot back. Then he dropped the pad and pencil on the desk and rubbed both eyes with the backs of his hands. “I’m sorry. Man-o-man, I’m whipped. Fletcher’s was the second accident today. First one got me out of bed at three thirty this morning. A tractor-trailer load headed down to Gainesville jackknifed—chickens all over 441 South. Biggest mess you ever…” Instead of completing his sentence, he stood up and poured a cup of coffee from a stained Mr. Coffee plugged in on a metal rolling cart under the window ledge. “You ladies want a cup?”

We both declined and he stood by the window. The smell of burned coffee drifted over. I wondered how many hours the pot had sat with the red ready light on.

“Like I said to Susan out there on the road, can’t imagine why Fletcher would be saying trespassers after they pulled him out. Brain does crazy things when it gets battered around and slammed against an oak tree the size of a small freight train. Can’t believe the old man even survived the crash. I tell you one damn thing; if he lives it’ll be one mighty miracle. The witness who called in the crash was behind him going down the mountain. She said the Ford’s brake lights were lit up the whole way down, but Fletcher was still making about ninety. Sounds like that old Ford’s brakes quit him.”

Mac shook his head and smiled. “Damn, that old man is still one hell of a driver, to even hold that Ford in the road at ninety as long as he did. Lord-a-mighty, I bet he was running faster than his tripper days carrying moonshine. Must’ve looked like a big red scaled dog coming over Cowee Mountain.” Mac turned away from the window, his smile forgotten. “Still and all, I know how careful Fletcher is to keep The Red Bird in top shape. We’ll get someone to check out the brakes once we get it unwrapped off that tree.”

Chucking his half drunk coffee into the paper-filled trash can by his desk, Mac took a piece of gum from his shirt pocket, unwrapped it, and folded it into his mouth. “Go ahead,” he said to us, “tell me all about this circus stuff. Sounds like a corny forties movie I saw Saturday night on the Turner Classics movie channel.”

Maybe I was wrong about Sheriff Mac taking us seriously.
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That was Tuesday. On Wednesday, Susan and I went to the Perry County Hospital to check on Fletcher. We were told he was still in ICU—no visitors allowed, other than immediate family. It was a relief to see a neatly dressed blond-haired woman about my age coming out of his room. I took a chance, walked over, and asked if she was Fletcher’s daughter, Rosalie Snyder. She was pleasant, smiled, said she was, and told us Fletcher was in guarded condition but improving. I remembered what Sheriff Mac had said about Fletcher and Rosalie being estranged since Mrs. Enloe died. It was comforting to witness living proof that often, when times get tough for families, petty grievances fade.

Rosalie’s Fletcher Enloe, bluer-than-blue, eyes twinkled when she remarked she could tell her dad was improving when he ranted at one of the nurse’s aides earlier for attempting to feed him. Taking out the colorful language, Rosalie said Fletcher felt he was capable of feeding himself, or else he’d starve to death rather than be spoon-fed. Sounded like Fletcher to me.

Rosalie thanked us for coming and I told her I’d come by again, after my counseling appointments at the family violence shelter, to see if she needed anything. We left the hospital relieved that Fletcher’s chances for recovery were better than we’d thought. I wondered if anyone had dared tell him about The Red Bird’s sad condition. Doubtful, I decided. Otherwise, we probably would have heard his cursing long before we reached his third floor room.

Daniel drove in Thursday, hauling a rented trailer stacked with esoteric items like warming ovens, indoor roasting spits, and icemaker machines. I met him and Susan at Granny’s to look over his auction finds and to share the excitement of all the new big-boy toys.

Susan brought out a plan for her proposed restaurant layout. She’d drawn every detail of the kitchen area on graph paper, down to the sink faucets—tall, swan-necked, stainless monsters—capable of telescoping out to rinse even the largest cooking pot. I was impressed. Her excitement almost made me reconsider and throw in with them as a partner—chef Susan and her able assistant, Promise—almost. No, I needed to lean down my expenses, be rid of the mortgage on Granny’s Store, and think about how I’d live once I really and truly retired. Still, it was fun to watch the two of them check the drawings on the graph paper against the space available for every table and chair, then argue about entrees on the menu.

After a couple of hours comparing Susan’s layout with the actual floor space available in the current general store, we realized an additional room needed to be built on the kitchen side for supplies and freezer space. For Granny’s store operation, we kept overages in inventory upstairs— in the loft remaining from the store’s tobacco barn past life—which was reached by an open stairway built almost in the center of the store. That storage plan wouldn’t work for the restaurant. It was too far removed from the kitchen and too visible from the dining area. We climbed the worn wood-plank stairs and looked down over the railing. What could we do with this leftover space?

“What about a gift shop?” Daniel offered. “You know, like Cracker Barrel.”

“No, Daddy. That would be tacky. It only works for them because they cater to tourists who love all that cutesy stuff. Those folks won’t be our customers. We’ll get mostly local folks cause we’re way out here on the river.”

“Yeah, you are probably right,” Daniel agreed. “We could take out the stairs, close up the loft.”

And ruin the original tobacco barn design? I couldn’t tolerate that. “No way, we can’t do that. We have to keep the integrity, the history, of the place.”

Father and daughter stared at me with amusement. “Well, Babe, didn’t know you were so all fired attached to this gaping money pit, as I have heard you call it on so many occasions.”

I turned around and surveyed the roughly fifteen by forty foot space of the loft. “Well, I am. At least to the physical building…it’s the business that makes me so frustrated. And you know the business is a money pit, that’s for sure. Maybe I’ll lease the space back from you. Think of something interesting to do with it. Maybe I’ll have a little antique shop up here. It would be fun to buy a few things and sell a few things. Nothing grand. Not a big investment. Maybe hunt for local North Carolina pieces, or at least Southern pieces…”

Daniel came over and put an arm around my shoulder. “Why do I get the feeling you’ve been thinking about this antiques thing for awhile?”

I smiled. He was right. I had a picture in my head from right out of Antiques Magazine. Cherry tall case clock, curly maple high boy, lovely turned gate legged table, quilts, and quilts, and quilts…

We closed the store at six and treated ourselves to dinner in town at our favorite restaurant, a little hole in the wall bistro with a mouthwatering aroma of fresh baked bread, olive oil, and pesto. We told ourselves this was a fact finding trip, comparing their food to what Susan and Daniel would serve at the new restaurant. That story helped ease the guilt of drinking a bottle of their excellent California wine with our mussels and fresh garlic. I had tiramisu for dessert and felt no guilt whatsoever.

It was a delightful evening, all the sweeter because Daniel stayed the night with me. Such a joy, at my age, to be able to slow down lovemaking. No frenetic hurry up, nowhere else to be except in that one moment of now, where every touch is a gift. Through a sweet hum of peace, I remember telling Daniel I loved him. What I said was true. He responded that he loved me. I believed him. He’d kept his word. No talk of marriage or what would happen tomorrow, only the now. I smiled and snuggled closer to his warm, naked body. “Sing me a song, Mr. Fiddle Man,” I pleaded.

“A song? You just said it, pretty girl. I’m a fiddle man, not a singer.”

“Come on. You have a wonderful, sexy voice. Susan gets her voice from you, and you know it.”

In the silence that followed, space expanded between us. Daniel sighed and pulled himself up to lean against the headboard. I did the same, not knowing what I’d done to separate us, and waited for him to tell me.

“Fact is, Susan got her voice from her mama. Not from me. Her mama had that same throaty, honey tone. Could have sung professional, I believe. Course, I reckon I was prejudice. Sad thing is, Susan can’t remember hearing her mama sing.”

Oh no. What bad timing. Calling up the ghost of Daniel’s wife was the last thing I wanted to do. “I’m so sorry. I had no idea what I said would upset you.”

He put his arms around me. “Hey, you didn’t say anything wrong. I’m grateful that wound is long healed. I’ll always remember her and our life together with love. That’s the way it should be. But I’ve made a new life for myself, and for Susan; had to, otherwise I couldn’t do right by my daughter. Now she’s grown and has her own life. It’s just that when you said that about her voice, I wished Susan could remember her mama singing to her.”

“Oh Daniel, I wish she could too. Maybe, one day she will remember. That can happen. Long forgotten memories sometimes fly to the surface of the mind, escape like birds from a cage.”

He held me tighter. “That’s downright poetic, memories fly like birds from a cage. I could write a pretty good song from that line.”

I could see his smile in the half-light of the bedroom. “You’re teasing me.”

“Nah. Would I do a thing like that?” Before I could answer, he slid out of bed and pulled on his jeans. “I’m hungry. Let’s make some popcorn.”

So popcorn it was, at one in the morning. No wonder, at sometime around six, when I awoke to find Daniel gone to tend his cows, I snuggled down in the covers for another thirty minutes of sleep.
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By seven-fifteen I was standing at the kitchen window, half way through my first cup of coffee and talking to Alfie about my day. Daylight was slow in coming, the morning sun a mittened orb, low in the east. Scoops of gray, patchy fog hugged the ground. Through the mist, out beyond my pasture, I could see, just barely, lights on over at Fletcher’s house. I watched as one light flicked on and then off, then another went on, stayed on for a few seconds, and then went off again. Could Rosalie be staying at her dad’s house? No. She’d told me yesterday at the hospital that she’d booked a room at the Hampton. When I saw the long beam of a high-powered flashlight breaking through the fog, traveling from Fletcher’s house to his barn, I had the sinking feeling something was wrong. I dialed Daniel’s cell number. It went over to voice mail. He must be out with the cows.

The light bounced around near Fletcher’s barn then disappeared. Was whoever carrying the flashlight going into the barn? What were they looking for? I dialed 911 and explained what I was seeing. The operator was less than impressed by my concerns. She told me that because I couldn’t say there was a crime in progress, the best she could do was refer my message to dispatch. She explained when they had an available unit they would send a deputy out to Fletcher’s for a wellness check. Wellness check? What did that mean? Of course things weren’t well. There was some stranger plundering around in Fletcher’s house. It was bad enough for him to be lying in the hospital, let alone some burglar sizing up his belongings for the pawnshop. Everything he owned could be stolen by the time a deputy arrived.

During a righteous moment, or a foolish moment, depending on how you looked at it, I decided I had to do something. This was the man who’d saved my life. I couldn’t watch blithely from my kitchen window while someone robbed him blind.

I called Daniel again, left a message on his cell phone to call Sheriff Mac, and put on my L.L. Bean boots. As I pulled on my jacket and shoved a flashlight into the pocket, the fog registered with me like a stone dropping into the hollow of my stomach. How could I walk out into that shadowy mist? I would be so exposed. God knows what could be hiding out there. Maybe I should wait for a sheriff’s deputy. But what if the deputy didn’t get there for an hour, or two hours? I opened the kitchen door for a closer look at the fog. Okay, it wasn’t exactly London pea soup. I could see the goats beginning to mill around in the pasture.

Alfie whined at my side and did a little two-step dance. He was ready to go, fog or no fog. “Well, all right big guy. We’ll do it, but no barking and stay close to me. No running off to reconnoiter on your own. We’ll only get close enough to see what’s going on. Then let the Sheriff do his job. You got that?” The coonhound bolted outside as soon as I unlatched the screen door, then settled down next to me as soon as we were feeling our way across the yard.

Fog is sneaky. It not only distorts space, because you can see only what is immediately in front of your face, it also distorts time. With no reference point of where you started or how far you’ve come, time seems to bend, stretches out or tightens up, depending on visibility. That’s why I think I was surprised at how soon I stepped out of the pine thicket dividing my property from Fletcher’s and stepped into the cleared yard running beside his garage. To my right, Hubert was leaning over Fletcher’s pasture fence giving me the disgusted goat eye as he chewed his cud. Alfie trotted over to say hello; Hubert stomped the ground politely to return the greeting.

When I looked left, a breeze was blowing the fog up and scattering it against the side of the house. Soon the fog would be only a memory as the wind carried it out of the valley. I hurried to the back of the garage and knelt down against the wood siding, out of sight of the house, only to find the prowler’s flashlight beam escaping from the garage window just above where I crouched. Since I was at convenient doggie level, Alfie came over and licked me in the face. Big help!

From inside the garage, two voices drifted through the partially open window. One asked the other if he’s found anything. He replied, “Hell, no.” The first one answered that maybe it was all told or maybe he said sold. It was difficult to hear. While I was stoking up enough courage to stand up and peak through the window, I heard the garage door being lowered. They must have gone outside. I prayed they were headed back to the house, or to the driveway, and not to the rear of the garage.

Alfie was quiet and seemed content with my squatting on the cold morning ground so he could give me slobbery kisses. He sat and waited for what other treats this new game would bring. I peaked around the corner of the garage a couple of times. The lights in the house were still on, but as curious as I was, I couldn’t see a way to cross the cleared distance between the garage and the house without the prowlers being able to see me. I decided to listen and wait.

After what seemed like hours, a hand lightly grasped my shoulder from behind. I don’t know what sound I swallowed to keep from screaming, but trying not scream caused me to sit down hard on my butt and roll over on the ground. Daniel reached down and helped me stand up. “Promise. Why are you hiding behind Fletcher’s garage?”

I swatted him on the arm and whispered, “Don’t scare me like that. Why do you think I’m over here? Didn’t you get my message?”

His smirking smile was proof that he enjoyed finding me hiding like a mouse in a hole. He whispered back. “Yes, I got your message. Why are we whispering?”

“We are whispering, you big fool, because there are two prowlers around somewhere, and we don’t want them to hear us. Hush. I hear a car.”

“Hush, yourself. I’m not the one talking.”

We peered around the corner of the garage. A vehicle had pulled into Fletcher’s driveway. By now, only errant strings of fog remained, making it easy to read the Perry County Sheriff’s logo on the side of the vehicle. Sheriff Mac was one of the two men who exited the Ford Bronco; the young deputy I’d seen at Fletcher’s accident was the other. Daniel and I stepped out into the open yard. Mac motioned for us to stay put. In two seconds the deputy was out of sight—maybe going to the front door?

Mac walked toward us then turned to the rear of the house and approached the back door. With his revolver drawn, he opened the kitchen door and pushed it hard against the inside wall. The door made a thwack sound as it hit sheetrock, rebounded, and nearly shut itself. No sound followed. He called out, “Come on out. It’s the sheriff. We got both doors covered.” We waited. Still no sound. Mac eased the door open again and went inside. We waited some more.

Finally, Mac came out of the house and walked over to us. “Nobody in the house,” he announced. “Tossed it up pretty bad, looks to me like they were hunting for something in particular, not just ransacking for anything to sell. No idea if anything was taken. Man-o-man, I sure hate to lay this on Fletcher, on top of the accident, and The Red Bird being just about a total loss.”

Now that the Sheriff brought up the subject, my curiosity kicked in again. “Were you able to tell if someone deliberately caused the accident?”

The young deputy joined us and Mac answered, “If you call somebody sawing the brake line about halfway through a cause, then I reckon I’d have to say, yeah, someone deliberately caused the accident.”

“But Sheriff, how would that someone know that Fletcher was driving The Red Bird over to Waynesville?”

The young deputy huffed up tall and grinned. Mac turned to him and said, “Go ahead, before you bust a gut, tell’em how you solved that mystery.”

Without hesitation, the deputy told his story. “Yes ma’am. The sheriff was asking that same question. But you see, I read the Asheville paper every day. There was a piece a week or so ago on classic hot rods and how Fletcher and some other old guys were bringing their restored cars to Asheville the end of the month for a parade. Don’t remember the exact date, but anyhow, if a body read the paper, they’d know old Fletcher was going over Cowee Mountain pretty soon. Looks like whoever was wanting him over the side of the mountain got their wish early, with a little help from a saw edged knife.”

Mac flicked his thumb toward the deputy. “You can tell he’s pretty proud about knowing that little piece of information. Being the big town newspaper reader that he is.”

I resisted being a smartass and saying: wonderful, that certainly narrows the field of suspects. Now all we have to do is check out everyone who reads the Asheville paper. Who in the world would want to hurt Fletcher? And why? Did his mumbling about trespassers after the accident have something to do with the who part? Were the prowlers wielding flashlights in the early morning fog Fletcher’s trespassers?

“All right, back to business,” Mac said, pointing at his deputy. “You, go on inside and see if you can lift some decent fingerprints. I’ll take Miz Promise’s statement.”

After a yes sir, and a half salute, the deputy went back to the house, leaving Daniel and me alone with Sheriff Mac. I told him about lights going on, then off in Fletcher’s house, seeing a flashlight beam through the fog, and hearing two male voices talking in the garage. “You know, what I didn’t hear was a vehicle driving away. Did you hear anyone drive away, Daniel?”

Daniel answered, “No. No vehicle. Not until Mac drove in. They were probably gone by the time I got here.”

“Could have parked a ways down the road and walked in,” Mac said and reached for the two-way radio transmitter clipped to his shirt. It awakened with static like angry bees. “Pam, you there? I need units around Fells Creek to be on the lookout for two suspicious males in a vehicle.” Through the static, Pam replied with a remark I didn’t understand, but Mac obviously did. “Yeah, I know, half of Perry County. Very funny. No, don’t have a make on the vehicle. Just put out the request. We might get lucky. Thanks.”

Almost immediately after Mac disconnected, his radio crackled alive again. He connected with, “Go ahead.” Over the bee buzz a voice said something about calling Mrs. Allen. An emergency. “Affirmative.” He signed off and complained, “I don’t know what’s going on. Pam says MaMa’s hysterical. I gotta call her from the cell phone. It’s in the Bronco.”

We followed Mac to his car where he reached for the phone through the driver’s window and dialed Mrs. Allen. She did all the talking until he said, “I’m on my way,” and hung up. He tapped the silent phone several times against his chin and stared off into the distance, then shoved the phone into his jacket pocket and commanded with all the authority his office demanded, “Stay.” Daniel and I looked at each other and stayed. Alfie, who was already doing a brilliant job of staying by leaning against my right knee, continued to follow orders. We watched Mac sprint into Fletcher’s house calling out for his deputy.

Daniel, knowing his cousin like a brother, reassured me there was a good reason why we were told to remain where we were. “Mac’s getting a plan together.”

Before I could ask: A plan for what? Mac emerged from the house. “Daniel, you ride with me. Promise, go home and call Susan. We need her. MaMa says a man and a woman came to the house and tried to take Missy, then hightailed it. I’ll put a BOLO out on them when I get more information, but right now we got a bigger problem. Missy ran off. MaMa’s searched everywhere close to the house. She’s afraid the child’s headed up on Fire. I don’t have enough deputies to comb the whole dang mountain. Especially today. That means we all hunt.”

I was thinking Nan and Pokey Fantell were probably the would-be kidnappers and Missy was running from them, but we didn’t have time to chat and speculate. “Mac, Mrs. Allen says that child knows the woods better than any of us do. Why the panic? Is she hurt?”

Mac was getting into the Bronco as he answered. “Not yet. MaMa says she’s wearing her pink teddy-bear pajamas and yellow rain boots. No jacket. Maybe you didn’t hear the weather this morning. Temperature’s going to drop like a rock during the day. We’re in for six, maybe eight, inches of snow by dark. Wait at the house for me to call. We’ll divide the mountain into sections. No use in all of us covering the same piece of ground. Let’s go cousin.”

Daniel gave my hand a quick squeeze and got into the passenger side, just as Mac backed up to turn around. He waved as they spun gravel in Fletcher’s driveway. Six, maybe eight, inches of snow in the last week of March? Welcome to the Western North Carolina Mountains.
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There is helplessness in waiting. Adrenaline pumping. Ready to fight. Hands tied until a clock you have no control over chimes the hour. Susan was dressed for the cold in a down parker, sensible boots, and Tashi Sherpa hat, complete with earflaps and multi-colored tassels. My outer gear wasn’t quite as stylish, but we were both ready for Mac’s prediction of snow. She paced the same route on my kitchen floor that her dad had covered a couple of nights before when she decided to play detective over in Hiawassee. I picked up the phone about forty times to make sure it was working. Still no call from Mac.

“We should go on and head up the mountain,” she said.

“Let’s wait a little longer. Mac is right. It makes no sense for all of us to cover the same ground.”

She took her coat and hat off and tossed them across a chair at the kitchen table. “If you were her, which way would you go? Where would you hide?”

I’d been chasing the same questions around and around in my head. Fire was a small mountain by comparison to Standing or Wayah, but there was still enough forest and brush to swallow a little girl forever. From my effort to climb the upper ridge through tangles of laurel, I’d learned my side of the mountain wasn’t the easiest climb. I wasn’t sure how heavy the growth was on Mrs. Allen’s side, but we knew Missy and Mrs. Allen had climbed to the plateau where January’s cabin stood. I’d seen them on the terrible day when the Georgia convict attacked me. Was that day really less than two weeks ago? How could that be? So much had happened since then….the phone finally rang.

Susan answered. “Yes. We’re ready. I’ll take my cell phone. Hang on.” She held the phone out to me and put it on speaker. “It’s Daddy. They’re fanning out from MaMa’s side. He says for us to take the path from Fletcher’s side and then crisscross until we get to the top. Where should we meet?”

I spoke into the phone, sure now of the answer. “Meet us at January’s cabin. Mac can give you directions. Missy knows that area. I believe she’s found the cave. Remember the cave? The one the lady at the library said she and her brother found. It’s near a small waterfall. Missy will hide there.”

“Umm.” Daniel sounded skeptical. “Didn’t Fletcher tell you he’d not found a cave? The man’s owned the property for sixty years; he’d know if a cave was up there.”

I found myself shaking my head at the phone. “Fletcher’s lying. I don’t know why he would lie, but I know he is. There is a cave. Trust me. Just meet us at the cabin, and we’ll search for the waterfall. It somehow marks the cave.”

“All right. I guess this is another one of those intuition things—like us chasing a thief in the dark down in Atlanta—where you tell me the rest of the story later, much later?”

“Just do it, okay?”

“No need to bark at me, Babe. I said all right. You two be careful and check in every fifteen minutes. Just hope our phones have service up there.”

Susan went out to her Jeep and came back with a black backpack, or, I guess more properly, a book bag. The Addams Family smiled at me as I stowed a thermos of hot chocolate, two bottled waters, and a handful of granola bars inside. “Better than a Bi-Lo plastic bag, I guess. Have you had this cute thing since you were a kid?”

Susan cackled. “Lord no, I found it last month at the flea market. Cool, huh? I love it. Funny show. Remember the episode when a neighbor kid tried to sell the Addams children Girl Scout cookies, and Wednesday Addams asked if they were made with real girl scouts?”

Believe it, or not, I did remember that show. “Why do I think you aspire to be Morticia? Hang on a second, I just thought of something else.” I ran to the bedroom closet and came back with an Irish wool sweater I’d tossed in with the regular laundry by mistake. What was once a roomy size large was now a tight size tiny— perfect fit for Missy when we found her. Then I added a handful of paper napkins, just in case anyone needed toilet paper, and explained to Alfie that he was to stay behind and guard the house. From his napping rug, he raised his head just enough to let me know he’d heard me and then closed his eyes again. Susan strapped Morticia, Gomez, Pugsley and Wednesday Addams over her shoulder, and I checked my coat pocket to make sure I had my warm gloves. “Okay, let’s go.”

For the second time that morning I crossed the pine grove separating my property from Fletcher Enloe’s. Susan went ahead, circling the back of the barn, just as I had done earlier; except this time we walked out in the open, not concerned about prowlers, and waved to the single deputy still stationed on the property. We passed the house and quickly covered the distance to the end of Fletcher’s pasture line. Then we were on the narrow logging path, disappearing into mixed hardwoods and pines, climbing up Fire Mountain.

As soon as Fletcher’s house and barn were out of sight, my heart began to flutter. My breath caught in the back of my throat like a bellows choking for air. I told myself we were walking too fast, that I was out of shape. But I knew I was having an anxiety attack. The fear I’d felt when the Georgia convict attacked me, and tied my hands and feet, was back. Fear crested up, washed over me, and sucked the energy from my legs. I willed myself to keep moving. Scary memories, I told myself. Only a feeling—not a real threat. Breathe deeply. Think of now, not then. So much has happened since the attack, you haven’t had time to process it. The feeling will pass. The key here is that you lived through the fear when it happened; you can walk through it now.

We walked on. I counted my steps and visualized the blood flowing strong in my legs. Soon I was focusing on the worn down, narrow ruts in the road, as I followed behind Susan. This way up the mountain was much easier than the abandoned logging road snaking up the ridge from my side, and certainly better than climbing through dense laurels to reach the cabin. No big rocks in the pathway, no small trees volunteering out of nowhere.

“Susan,” I said, my voice spooking a pileated woodpecker into flight and a frenzy of eek-eek-eek-eek cries. “Does it strike you as odd that this old road is in such good shape? I mean, Fletcher says it hasn’t been used for years.”

She continued trudging uphill. “Deer probably keep it cleared down. Or, more likely, Fletcher told you that to keep you from using it to snoop around up on Fire. I guess you’ve noticed the old man just has to be in control.”

I agreed with her. My good neighbor certainly needed to make the rules, and he did seem overly invested in keeping me off Fire Mountain. Though to his credit, when we last spoke, he offered to take me back up to the cabin site and share what he knows. It was hard to stay angry with a man who had saved my life. If he hadn’t come along when he did…there was that panicky fear again. I began counting my steps again. Concentrating on anything other than the memory of being tied up. Seventeen, eighteen. Poor Fletcher— nineteen— lying in a hospital bed, injured—the Red Bird probably damaged beyond repair. Twenty—and two men pilfering through his house looking for…looking for what?

We climbed slowly for perhaps another thirty minutes, the wind cold and the late morning sky bellied with snow clouds. Susan stopped beside a cairn-like pile of gray and ochre rocks stacked just off the narrow roadway. “Let’s rest for a second. I want to check something.”

I sat on one of the lower rocks. She perched on another to my left and dug a compass out of the backpack, carefully checking our direction. “We’re still headed northwest. That’s good.”

“Did you say, still? When did you check our direction the first time?”

“Back at your house, when I got the backpack from the Jeep. Daddy said to try and crisscross our search. Changing our directions every so often will help. Though actually, we don’t know exactly which direction the cabin lies from Fletcher’s house, so I’m still just guessing.”

“I think we are okay. This is the road the deputy brought me down after Fletcher had to…umm…well you know, shoot that guy. As I remember, it picks up a short distance below the cabin. I’m impressed you brought a compass. You have anything else interesting amongst the Addams family?”

“Actually, I do,” Susan replied and brought out two straightened coat hanger wires, each bent about a fourth of the way down the shaft to form a handle.

“And those are?”

“Dowsing rods. MaMa Allen made them for me years ago. They work pretty good. I’ll show you. But first, let’s go over what you know about the cave. I heard you tell Daddy the lady at the library said she and her brother found the cave near a waterfall?”

“Yeah, that’s what she remembered. But then, that was when they were teenagers, a long time ago. She said they didn’t go all the way into the cave. It looked like a good place for bears, so they backed out and found other entertainment. She couldn’t remember if they happened on the cabin before or after they found the cave, though I don’t suppose that matters.”

“And you found the cabin after climbing through all that laurel thicket on your side of the mountain?”

“Yes, one minute I was stumbling over roots and branches, and the next the laurel just ended, and I stepped out onto a meadow plateau.”

Susan tapped the dowsing rods against her knee and looked me square in the eyes. She seemed to be forming a question in her mind.

The tapping was beginning to annoy. “What?”

Thankfully the tapping stopped. “Miz P., how do you know the waterfall and cave are anywhere near the cabin? They could be anywhere on the mountain.”

How did I know that? Something around the cabin made me think water was nearby. Oh yes, I remembered. “For one thing, when I was poking around the cabin, I saw an old piece of pipe exposed in the shallow ground. I assume it was running from the house, or rather to the house, from a water source.”

“Well, yeah, that could be, but the water source could be a shallow well or a rain cistern. Are you thinking January ran a water pipe to the base of the waterfall? If he did, the falls would have to be uphill from the cabin, otherwise there would be no pressure to take the water to the house. You know, gravity and all that—plus, no electricity in January’s time for a well pump. See what I mean?”

“Yeah, I see what you mean. It is possible though. The cabin is built on a plateau cut from the side of the mountain, and the ground slopes uphill pretty fast behind it. But…” I tried to remember what I’d heard up on the plateau. All I could remember was thinking I heard a child singing: Ring around the roses, pocket full of posies, upstairs downstairs, we all fall down.

“But what?”

I felt a frown and a headache spreading across my forehead. “The but is: I didn’t hear water running up there at the cabin. You’d think if the falls were nearby, I would have heard the water. Still, I know the cave has to be close to the cabin. So the waterfall must be close.”

Susan took a swig of water from one of the bottles stowed in her backpack and offered me the second one. “But how do you know? I get the feeling there is something you aren’t sharing. We really need to work together on this. The temperature is dropping. Who knows how long a skinny little kid can survive out here.”

Susan was right. I had to tell the rest of it. I just wasn’t sure where to start. “Okay, here is the thing…umm…you know how much this January McNeal thing has been bothering me—him being asked to leave the Methodist church and all that. Fletcher started some of it by telling me he was sure my relatives lived here a hundred years ago—which I didn’t have a clue of when I bought the house. I mean I’m not actually blaming Fletcher because it really started with my dream.” I paused, trying to think how to condense the long story into a couple of sentences.

Susan gave me a questioning sideways glance. “Your dream?”

“Yes. It was in the first dream.”

Susan shook her head as though clearing cobwebs growing there. “All right. Please don’t take this wrong, but you’re not making sense. Try to get to the point. Just tell me how you know the cave is close to the cabin. Daylight is burning and we’ve got to find this kid before she freezes to death.”

“The point. Okay. Short version. I’ve had the dream several times. January’s in jail. There’s a forest fire on the mountain. He’s calling out through the bars of the jail window to Reba. He’s screaming for her to take the baby and run for the cave. I believe the cave must be close to the cabin, or he wouldn’t think she could get there before the fire killed her and the baby.” I stopped talking when I remembered the baby did die. Maybe Reba couldn’t make it to the cave. Maybe I had the whole thing wrong. Oh God, what if I’m wrong?

There was only a two second hesitation before Susan replied, “Okay. Now we have something. That makes sense. The cave has to be close to the cabin.”

“Do you really think so? You don’t think I’m crazy to put my faith in information from a dream?”

Susan waved the dowsing rods in the air. “Well duhh…not when I know these converted coat hangers can find water.”

“How do they do that?”

She handed the rods to me and I ran my hand up and down the shafts. Felt like ordinary coat hanger wire to me. No spooky vibrations. “Lots of theories,” she said. “I don’t know, exactly. It just seems that if a person can relax and let the rods do the work, the metal senses something in the water particles… energy or something. I just know they work; I’ve located probably ten good well sites with this pair here. It’s common practice around here to get a well site dowsed.”

“And the rods can find the waterfall?”

“Sure. The problem is they find all water underground and running on top. With so much laurel growing up here, there has to be water everywhere. Laurels love water. We could crisscross Fire Mountain until we are too old to walk and still be finding water. That’s why we need a clue where to start. I say we start at the cabin, think about which way Reba could run, and work out from there.”

“Sounds like a good plan. I’ll call your dad and tell him we’re headed directly to the cabin.” When I flipped my cell phone open to make the call, the screen read: No Service. So much for that idea. We’d try again when we reached the cabin.
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When we finally stood in the meadow, January’s tumbled down cabin seemed smaller than before. Susan must have been thinking it looked small as well. She tugged her coat collar higher on her neck to block the steady wind, now stinging cold and laced with spitting snow. “Can you believe a entire family lived here? It’s no bigger than your kitchen.”

I nodded and we rounded the corner of the structure to stand beside January’s stone chimney, the lone surviving soldier standing watch over the homestead. Behind the ruins, hardwoods, hemlocks, and white pines climbed the remaining slope up Fire Mountain. Thinking if we found the water pipe I’d remembered seeing we could follow it from the cabin to the waterfall, we spent several minutes searching in kicked up snow. The only tubular item we found was a one-foot section of deteriorated rubber hose lying beside the rusted washtub I’d found on my first trip. The snow was coming down harder now, blowing sideways with the icy wind and prickling against our faces as we backtracked around the skeleton of the house.

Susan’s face was drawn tight with worry and frustration. “We have to stop looking for the pipe. If Missy is up here we’re running out of time,” she said. “Who knows if this snow is going to get ass-deep or blow itself out? Whichever, it’s sure as hell getting colder. Let’s take the dowsing rods and walk toward the laurels.”

She removed her gloves and loosely grasped a rod in each hand. I followed her slow gait away from the cabin and along the ridge where the cleared meadow gave way to thick bushes and trees. This was where I’d seen Mrs. Allen and Missy. Both rods pointed in the direction we walked. “So what happens after they locate water?”

Her voice was low, barely audible above the wind. “They cross each other.”

She was concentrating on the rods and didn’t need questions, so I nodded I’d heard her and veered off several feet to the left to search further back into the woods. I turned around several times to make sure the cabin chimney was in sight behind me. At my last check for the cabin, I noticed I had a clear line of sight through the woods to the structure. I must be standing on a path. A path to the waterfall? I whistled for Susan and she turned around. When I waved both arms in excitement, she hiked up to join me.

“Good job, Miz P.” She righted her dowsing rods to point with the path, and we followed it until we were facing a cliff of jumbled, elephantine rocks extruding from the face of the mountain. The dowsing rods crossed each other, making an X above the ground. Susan looked up, smiled at me, stowed the rods in the backpack, and put her gloves back on. Above us was the top of Fire Mountain swirling in a flurry of snow; below was an outcropping of smaller rocks, scooped out to form a moss covered damp depression about the size of my kitchen table.

I followed Susan’s gaze upward, snow stinging my eyes. Water trickled down the cliff rocks like a slow dripping faucet. No wonder I’d not heard rushing water when I found the cabin. If this was the waterfall, it had all but disappeared. “Do you think this is it?”

Susan slapped her hands together to warm them. “Could be. From the erosion on the face of the rocks up there and the sediment down here at the bottom, looks like a lot of water came down the mountain at one time. Maybe the falls got diverted somehow. Water can wear a break in rock and go to ground.”

“And the cave?” Susan pointed to a stand of buffalo-sized boulders on the other side of the mossy depression. “And climb across these slippery rocks? I don’t think so.”

She extended a gloved hand to me. “Come on, I’ll steady you. Won’t usually find a house-sized open door for a cave up here. If we’re lucky, we’ll find a corridor sandwiched between the rocks that opens to a cave formed in the side of the mountain.”

After picking our way across what had once been the deep pool of January’s waterfall, that’s what we found—two upright boulders standing like dominoes, with a passageway the size of a narrow hallway between. We eased into the darkness single file, and I retrieved the flashlight from my coat pocket. A few feet into the corridor, the light revealed a room with wood timbers shoring up sections of the walls and ceiling. It was noticeably warmer inside the cave than outside in the wind and snow. It was also deadly quiet.

Susan’s voice filled the small space. “What is this place? Shine your light over on the left wall.”

I did as she asked. Pick marks scarred the wall and mounds of discarded dirt lined up in neat rows on the dirt floor. Then I heard tinkling laughter and a child’s voice. Upstairs, downstairs. We all fall down. “Did you hear that?” I whispered.

Susan cocked her head, listening. “I heard something. Don’t know what. I couldn’t make it out— maybe the wind whistling through a crevice.” She took the flashlight from me and aimed it at the rear of the cave. A boulder, about half as wide and tall as the cave, sat at the rear of the space. “Missy,” she called out, her voice dulled as it ricocheted off the rocks. “Are you back there? It’s Susan and Miz P. It’s safe to come out now.”

We heard shuffling in the dirt from behind the boulder. “Is that you Missy?” Susan called again. She turned to me and said, probably only half joking, “Hope we haven’t found a hungry bear family.”

A child’s voice, deeper than the voice I’d heard singing, answered, “Da.”

When she didn’t come out, Susan and I crossed to the sound of her voice and eased around the boulder. There the cave opened up into another room, the boulder dividing the two spaces. Missy stood near the left wall of the room, motioning for us to come in. When Susan scanned light on the darkened floor and walls, I saw a stone ledge tucked into the rock and extending the length of the wall behind Missy. I had the sense the child had been sitting on this ledge, waiting. As my eyes tried to adjust to the dim light, I realized there was something else on the ledge.

“Susan, let me see the flashlight for a second.” She handed it over and I focused the beam on the ledge. Missy’s blue stuffed elephant sat on the stone slab in the center of several rows of yellowed candle stubs. On the wall above the ledge, Ezekiel 37 was chalked in large bold script. My stomach dropped like a rollercoaster. Out of the corner of my eye, I was aware of Missy reaching over and retrieving her elephant from the rock. Then Susan grabbed the flashlight, killed the light, and gathered the three of us to a crouching huddle on the dirt floor.

“Quiet. Someone’s out there,” she whispered.

“Maybe the search party,” I whispered back.

“No. I don’t think so. Stay here.” In the near darkness, I could make out Susan duck walking over to the boulder, and slowly rising up to peer around into the front cave.

The voices grew louder. They were arguing. Then it dawned on me that these were the same voices I’d heard at Fletcher’s house earlier that morning. One of them was saying, “I don’t give a rats ass about the snow. It’s your own damn fault. If you’d done your job right, we wouldn’t have to worry about nothing. But nooo, the old man’s gonna live and be right back up here. Just dig. I ain’t come all this way for a few hundred dollars worth of shit.”

The second voice was muffled and seemed to be complaining to the first voice. Susan crawled back to us on all fours and whispered, “The Goddard twins. They cut Mr. Enloe’s brake lines—trying to kill him.”

My mind got busy sorting the few facts we knew about Fletcher’s accident and Shane Long’s murder. The Goddard twins must be the trespassers. But why? What could they dig up in the cave that would be valuable enough to kill for? Surely they weren’t digging for the Redmond gold. But maybe Shane Long thought that’s what they were after and decided to find the gold first. The sound of metal against rock reverberated in the cave. They were grubbing rocks from the cave wall with a pick. Could Fletcher have found one of the lost ruby mines written about in the tourist brochures? If so, no wonder he wanted to keep me and everyone else off Fire Mountain.

When I looked over at Missy, her pale eyes were wide, the pupils luminous, like a wild cat ready to strike. “Hurt mine Hubert man?” she whispered angrily. “Bad, bad.”

Susan and I reached for her when she bolted, but we missed grabbing her. She was around the side of the boulder in a nanosecond. We got to her in time to smell sulfur, and see her hurl a fiery mass at the Goddard twins. One twin’s jacket caught immediately. He slapped at his burning back with his hands, then yelped and ripped off the flaming fabric. The other twin was screaming for him to roll on the dirt floor. The last thing I saw, before we pulled Missy back behind the boulder, was fire licking up the dry, wood support timbers of the cave wall.

“Holy shit,” hollered one of them. “I’m burned to hell.”

“Over there,” hollered the other one.

Two gunshots exploded in quick succession and pinged off the rocks. Two more followed. We heard rocks and dust raining from the ceiling, and then we heard “shit” one more time as timbers collapsed, bringing down more rocks and dirt. Susan, Missy, and I crouched under the Ezekiel 37 stone ledge.

“We have to make a run for it or be buried alive,” Susan said.

“That means getting past the twins.”

“I’ll take my chances with them rather than be buried in here. Who knows, they could be unconscious in there. I’ll go first; try to distract them. Maybe by the time they realize they have company, you and Missy can get around the mess and get out.”

“Susan, they know they have company. That’s why they shot at us.”

Missy eased out from under the ledge, stood up, and took my hand. “Out,” she said and tugged. We followed her to the rear wall of the chamber and around another upright boulder, squeezing against the rock wall as we edged past and into yet another corridor. About twenty feet ahead I saw daylight shafting down. An opening to the outside.

We stood in the light and looked up. Snow was falling on scrub blueberry bushes around the mouth of the hole. On the floor where we stood, rocks from a thousand years of upheaval had piled up to form a jagged, steep ladder into the wall and up to the opening above. If you were a monkey, or an acrobatic child, you could scamper up the face of the rocks with no problem. Missy bounced up onto the first rock and held out her hand. “Out,” she said again.

“Wait,” I said and pulled her back to ground level. I retrieved my shrunken wool sweater from Susan’s backpack and slipped it over her head. “It’s wicked cold out there.”

“Hang on, I’ll go up behind you in case you slip,” Susan told her, but her words were too late. With her beloved blue elephant stuffed into the back of the sweater, Missy scaled up what looked to be about fifteen feet from the floor to ceiling before Susan found a stable footing on the second rock above the ground. Missy leaned against the rock opening and pushed the elephant through the hole. Then she easily pulled herself up and out to stand on the snowy ground. Once free, she looked down at me, opened her arms wide, and smiled, as if to say ta-da.

It was a little more difficult for Susan to extract herself through the small opening. When she was finally standing on top, she leaned over the hole. “Come on up. It’s easy. Just pretend you’re climbing a stepladder.”

I gauged the distance between the cave floor and the top—yes, at least fifteen feet. I am not an especially agile fifty-nine-year-old. A couple of years ago, I broke my foot in two places at a Zumba exercise class. Don’t ask me how? Whose idea was Zumba anyway? Oh, yes, that was my friend, Brooks. Thought I would shed some weight. I mentally measured the small opening up top. Sure Susan was eight inches taller than me, but she was also a lot slimmer. I looked back over my shoulder to where the angry, murderous, Goddard twins were waiting. Any thread of courage I might have had took flight. My breath was coming in short gasps. “I’m not sure I can. It’s too high. I’ll fall. I know I’ll fall. Maybe I should wait until the twins leave.”

“No. That’s a really bad idea. There could be forty tons of falling rock back there. And the reverb from the stupid gunshots could collapse the whole cave structure. You have to get out now. Just do it.”

Tears burned my eyes and I wiped them away with the heal of my hand. I knew Susan was right. I just couldn’t move.

“Look, here’s what we’ll do: I’ll lean over and give you a hand up as soon as you get near the top. If we have to, we’ll dig rocks away from the opening to give you more room to get through the hole. Just try. You have to try.”

I stood frozen. The Committee in my head kicked in to nag. What’s wrong with you, girl? What a sissy. It’s only a little bit higher than the chinaberry tree you climbed in Atlanta when you were six, for pity’s sake. Don’t look down and you won’t fall. Get a grip. Don’t think. Just Climb. The Committee really pissed me off. Sometimes pissed can shove you in the right direction.

The first few feet were the most difficult. I slipped, pealed the skin up on my shin. Blood ran down my leg into my sock. I stood still with the pain for a moment, and then pushed on. By climbing crosswise with the rocks, instead of struggling to lift my weight straight up, I finally managed to gain some height. I inched up, almost to the top, Susan’s hand no more than two feet above me. Then I was stuck. Couldn’t reach her hand and couldn’t find a foothold in the rocks to push myself higher. Tears pooled up again and I felt ashamed and weak.

“Hold on,” Susan soothed. “Don’t panic. Just keep your balance. I’ll get a branch or something you can reach.”

I rested my forehead against the wall and clenched my fingers around the rocks. From up top, singing drifted down to me. I looked up through my tears to see Missy leaning into the hole. She nodded her head, keeping time with the tune, but her lips weren’t moving. Ring around the roses, pocket full of posies. Upstairs, downstairs. We all fall down. It’s the snow, I told myself. I can’t see her singing through the curtain of falling snow. I closed my eyes and waited.

The pine branch Susan extended down to me was prickly and scratched my face, but I held on to it for dear life and pushed up against the rocks while Susan pulled. I know I must have felt like dead weight, but she pulled me up. Once my shoulders were free and through the hole, the last task was to wriggle my widest body part through. It wasn’t easy and I’d have bruises on both hipbones to go with my scratched face, but with Susan tugging and me pushing, I was standing on the snowy ground. “If you ever paint your father a verbal picture of how I looked getting out of that hole, I will never, I repeat, never, speak to you again.”

Susan laughed and hugged me. We both hugged Missy. She stomped in her yellow rain boots with excitement and clapped her hands. Then Susan wrapped her coat around the child as best she could, and we turned into the snow, walking across the ridge in a direction we hoped would take us far below the entrance to the cave and well away from the Goddard twins. Instead, we found ourselves descending a snow slick incline ten feet from January’s dry falls. A camouflage painted ATV was parked just off the path.

A Perry County Sheriff’s deputy was standing on the far side of the falls beside the two monolith stones marking the entrance to the cave. He was cuffing together, back-to-back, two dirt covered somewhat dazed and somewhat singed men. “Now ain’t that something?” We heard the deputy saying. “Us out hunting a little girl and what do we find? Jerry and Larry Goddard. You boys done saved us half a day looking for your sorry asses. The sheriff is real anxious to talk to you boys about some fingerprints we got off a mica rock a week or two back of this. Something to do with your old friend Shane Long? Bet you know exactly what I’m talking about.”

The deputy gave the twins a shove to move them forward. They dropped to their knees, one falling against the other in a heap. He bent over and quickly patted them down. Finding keys to the ATV, he stood up and called to us. “Susan, you know how to drive that thing, don’t you?”

Susan nodded yes and he tossed her the keys. “Get on out of the cold then. I already called in my location to the sheriff. They’ll come on up here directly to take me and these scumbags down.”

As we lifted Missy into the passenger seat of the ATV, I heard one of the twins whining, “I need a doctor. Just look at my burned up arms. One of them bitches set fire to my jacket. She tried to kill us.”

After Susan maneuvered down the narrow, snow packed trail, we rounded the corner of January’s cabin and turned toward home. A couple of minutes later, she slowed to a crawl and said, “I’m having trouble with exactly what happened. The twins killed Shane and cut Fletcher’s brake lines. I got that. They wanted Fletcher gone so they could steal whatever they were mining up there in the cave. But why Shane? And what does any of it have to do with the book about Lewis Redmond?”

I wasn’t sure I knew exactly what happened either, but I gave her my best idea. “I think, and I’m just guessing, the Goddard twins must have trespassed on Fletcher’s land up here and stumbled on the mine. I guess Fletcher’s getting some pretty good size rubies, or something, out of the mine and selling them on EBay. You know, like he does other stuff. Maybe the twins began to dig for themselves, and Shane saw them coming down the mountain with digging tools. They lied and told Shane they were looking for the Redmond gold. Then he decided to study up on the story, maybe find the gold first.”

I had to think for a minute about what would push the twins to kill Shane. “Maybe the twins felt Shane would find the mine eventually and they didn’t want to share? Or maybe Shane did find out what they were doing and threatened to tell Fletcher? I’m not sure. But I know the twins were at Fletcher’s house this morning looking for whatever Fletcher had taken out of the mine. Somehow they figured out he was selling the stones. If they were willing to kill Fletcher, the stones must be worth a lot of money.”

Susan stopped the vehicle and turned to look at me. “Believe it or not, I actually follow your convoluted story. So, the bottom line is Larry and Jerry were willing to kill two people for a bunch of red rocks. My Lord, those guys are truly worthless. And to think, their mother worked herself to death at the mill to raise those boys up right, and neither of them worth a tinker’s damn. That is purely sad.” The brakes of the ATV released and Susan drove on, shaking her head. “You just never know about kids, now do you?”

She was right. You don’t ever know. I stared at the back of Missy’s blond head and wondered at all the things we didn’t know about her. What a strange child. How did she ignite the fiery ball in the cave? She seemed to pull it from the darkness itself. Perhaps something incendiary was left in the cave? Something Missy ignited with matches she brought with her? I didn’t think her pajamas had pockets. What could remain dry enough to burn in a damp cold cave? We saw her hold the fire, and then throw it. Yet her hands weren’t burned. Was Missy singing? Or, did another child chant the nursery rhyme—the child Mrs. Allen told me she’d had heard years before.

As we came down the mountain, we met two ATVs climbing up. A deputy drove one vehicle; another deputy and Daniel were in the other. Did everyone in Perry County own a four-wheeler for snow trekking? Daniel switched vehicles and climbed in beside me while the other two vehicles continued uphill. He removed his jacket and wrapped it around Missy before he sat back and gave me a satisfied smile. I smiled back and kissed his cold cheek.

Pulling me to him, he said, “You know they got the Goddard twins for Long’s murder?” I nodded yes and snuggled in. “I reckon you’ll be extra hard to live with from now on. Probably rub it in every day how right you were.”

I knew he was teasing me, but I didn’t feel very playful and certainly couldn’t summon up any self-righteousness. Sure, I was glad Shane Long’s murderers would be brought to justice and very grateful the twins had not succeeded in killing Fletcher Enloe. At the moment though, I was so cold, ragged tired, and shaken to the core, I was more focused on other issues. Before this afternoon, I’d had only suspicions about what my great grandfather had done after he removed his family from the Methodist cemetery. Now, after being in the cave and seeing Ezekiel 37 scrawled on the wall, there was proof. I feared that small, cold room, the stone ledge where January surrounded his dead wife and child with burning candles, and January’s ghastly belief that he, like Ezekiel, was summoned by God to raise the dead, would haunt me forever.
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The kitchen was warm, smelling of cooked bacon and fresh coffee. The afternoon sun, made brilliant by the white of the snow, cast a stripe of light across my face as I wiped my boots on the bristled doormat. The light reached past me and defined a long sunny rectangle on the wood floor. It felt better than wonderful to be here. Mrs. Allen sat across the kitchen table from a female deputy who was pecking away on a laptop. “Yes, ma’am. Can we go over it one more time? That all right with you?”

Mrs. Allen looked up at us when we walked in with Missy. Her eyes said thank you. I noticed the shadow of a bruise forming on her cheek, and a slight wince as Missy bolted over and jumped onto her lap. “Well now, I sure am glad to see you, Sugar. You can sit here with me while I tell my story to this nice lady.” And she did, while Susan and I defrosted our feet against the woodstove in the far corner.

“It was afore daylight. I come out of sleep cause I heard that windy chime on the porch making a racket. I knowed there wasn’t no wind a-blowing, so I got up and put on my chenille, thinking I better check the back door to make sure it was locked. I come out here as far as the hallway over yonder and sure enough I saw there was two folks in the kitchen. They was walking real slow like, feeling their way in the dark toward Missy’s little room.

“Well sir, they sure was up to no good. Had no business in my kitchen. I reached for my broom from over there in the corner and hit one of them as hard as I could across the back. I think it was the man. He yelled and turned around. Fell over one of the kitchen chairs. I got the woman good then by poking her in the middle with the broom and pushing her on the floor. She grabbed me by the tail of my chenille and tried to pull me down, but I kept on swinging the broom. Course they got up throwing fists like any one thing. One of them punched me in the face, knocked off my glasses, and Lord a-Mighty, when they done that, I was blind as a bat.”

The sheriff’s deputy interrupted. “Since you lost your glasses, don’t guess you could identify your attackers if you saw them again?”

“Oh, I could do that, right enough. I flipped on the overhead light and picked my glasses up off the floor. It was when I was rooting on the floor for the glasses that she got the broom away from me. The woman commenced to hit me time and again with the thing. That was when I reached for the iron skillet on the stove and got her real good on the arm that was a-holding the broom. She yelled a string of cuss words. About that time, the man opened Missy’s door and turned on the light. ‘Nobody there,’ he hollered, real angry like. ‘Son of a bitch lied to us.’

“The woman went in the room after him like she didn’t believe what he said. Even the quilt was pulled up on the bed like there hadn’t been nobody sleeping there for a long time. Yes ma’am, I got a good look at both of them before they ran on out the kitchen door. They was both about forty or forty-five. She was kind of a stringy blond. Over permed if you ask me. Not as tall as me. Look like she’d been rode hard and put up wet. You know what I mean? He’s shorter than her. Wide shoulders, skinny waist. Had on silly looking pegged blue jeans that made him look like a stick-person. Looks like he dyes his hair black. Wears it combed back.”

“Can you describe the car they were driving? Maybe the license plate number?” the deputy asked.

“Well, it was still pretty dark outside and fog had set in. I can tell you it was like one of them small vans some of the churches drive around to get old folks to services. Light color. They’d parked at the bottom of the drive and walked up, so it was too far away to tell much of anything else.”

“What did you do after they left?”

“I locked the kitchen door and called 911. Then I went to looking for Missy. I thought for sure she was hiding in the closet, but she wasn’t in there. Wasn’t nowhere in the house. Then I realized she could have climbed out one of them little windows in her room. I checked her closet again and noticed her yellow rain boots was missing, so I figured she was outside. Most likely she heard the commotion and was getting some distance betwixt herself and those folks.”

She hugged Missy and patted her pale hair. “That’s what you did, wasn’t it? Took off for the high ground?” Missy nodded yes and twisted her face into a frown. I thought for a moment she was on the verge of blurting out her part of the story; but she said nothing.

Mrs. Allen continued. “The bad thing is, unless Missy can tell us, I don’t have no idea who the man and woman are.”

Susan stood up straighter and stepped forward—no doubt ready to identify the would-be kidnappers as Nan and Pokey Fantell—when Mac walked in, followed by a small man wearing a dark brown suit, yellow tie, brown and white tooled cowboy boots, and a camel overcoat I knew had to be cashmere. He was definitely the most elegantly dressed person in the room, maybe in the county.

Missy’s eyes lit up when she saw the man in the brown suit, and she left Mrs. Allen’s lap to run over to him. “Dicky!” she cried out, “Dicky! Dicky!”

Dick Jest grinned, folded his right arm to his chest, and exaggerated a courtly bow. “My princess. My princess. You are found at last.”

Missy took two steps back and turned a perfect double-front cartwheel on the kitchen floor. Jest clapped. We all clapped. I looked at Daniel. He winked at me and we both looked at Susan. She shrugged her shoulders as if to show she was as surprised as the rest of us.

Mac took charge. “I take it this is the little girl in question, Mr. Jest?”

Jest replied that she was and Mac continued. “All right folks, let’s all sit down and sort this thing out. Mr. Jest drove over from Hiawassee to tell us what he knows. Seems he got information that Missy was in Perry County, and he was concerned for the child’s well-being.”

Mac turned his attention to the deputy taking Mrs. Allen’s statement. “If you’re done, I need you to go on back to the office. Those sorry Goddard twins will need processing in at the jail. We’ll be holding them for the murder of Shane Long. Call me if we get anything on the van or the man and woman. Mr. Jest confirmed we are probably looking for a couple by the name of Fantell. They may be driving a rented cargo van. That should help narrow the search.” The deputy replied with a, yes sir, closed the laptop, and rose to leave.

When Mrs. Allen thanked her for being so kind, the deputy smiled. “No problem, ma’am. We’re grateful you and the child are safe. You take care now, and when you get a chance, call me and tell me where you bought that overly stout broom. I need to get me one.”

Once the deputy closed the kitchen door and the room was silent, we waited for Mac to say something. He sat at the table tapping his pen on a note pad he’d taken from his coat pocket. I suppose he was thinking. Mrs. Allen looked from Dick Jest to Mac, to Missy, and then to Jest again. If I read her narrowed eyes and pursed mouth correctly, she had questions she wanted to ask about the Fantells, and suspicions that Jest was here to take Missy away from her. When Mac failed to volunteer any information, she slowly lifted herself out of the chair and announced, “I’ll put water on for tea and make a fresh pot of coffee.”

Susan intersected her MaMa after a single step. “No you won’t,” she told her, and eased her back down onto the chair. “I’ll do it. And soon as we’re done here, you’re going to the hospital to be checked out.”

“Hospital?” barked Mrs. Allen. “Only way that’ll happen is I’ll be dead as a opossum done run over by a tractor-trailer truck. You can make the tea, but you hush up about hospitals. I got poultices and herbs to take care of myself.”

Susan made coffee and tea in silence. Mrs. Allen kept her seat at the oak table and held Missy in her lap. Jest sat to her right. Mac to her left. Susan and Daniel across from them. Being technically the outsider, and since Missy had burned the sixth chair anyway, I propped on a wooden stool by the woodstove.

Mac finally convened the round table meeting. I hoped his long silence was because he was considering the best way to soothe Mrs. Allen’s fears. “Well now, MaMa, there’s some things we know already, some we just think we know, some we don’t know, and some Mr. Jest can probably help us with knowing.” What in the world was Mac saying? He sounded like an Abbot and Costello comedy routine? He cleared his throat and continued, “I’ll ask Mr. Jest a few questions, and we’ll all be real quiet and let him answer. That sound reasonable to everyone?”

Heads nodded all around. Tea and coffee cups were filled. Dick Jest extracted a slim cigar from his suit coat breast pocket. He carefully removed the outer cellophane wrapper, slid the gold foil ring from the cigar, and gifted it to Missy. Mrs. Allen flared, “I hope you don’t think you’re gonna light that nasty thing in my kitchen.”

Missy smiled, holding up her ring for Mrs. Allen to see. Daniel sat up straighter in his chair, his boots scuffing on the worn wood floor. Mac was poised with his pen and pad—a schoolboy ready for Thursday’s spelling test—but unwilling to proceed until Mrs. Allen’s temper blast was spent.

Jest replied with an almost imperceptible twinge of sarcasm, “No ma’am. I wouldn’t even think of it.” The peaty aroma of fine tobacco wafted my way as he stroked the unlit cigar, put it in his mouth, and bit down on the tip. Outside, the wind had quieted. Sand dollar sized snowflakes parachuted from the late afternoon sky like billions of fairies sailing home.

Dick Jest willingly answered questions about Missy. Several he said he couldn’t answer, that he didn’t know, and he seemed to be telling the truth. For instance, he knew her name was Alba, not Missy. He was pretty sure she came from Hungary because the Fantells had taken the circus there this past summer to pair resources and performers with a struggling circus from Budapest. It was there he first met Alba. Nan introduced her as their daughter; no one questioned the statement. When they left Europe, Alba sailed with them. He had no idea if the Fantells adopted the child in Hungary. He had not seen a passport for the child, nor did he know her exact age.

“Wait a second,” Susan broke in, “your son told me he didn’t meet Alba until Knoxville. He didn’t say anything about last summer—or Hungary.”

Dick Jest gave Susan a defiant glare and quipped back, “That’s because the little shit was in jail most of last summer. Didn’t I tell you his mother was Basque? Liars, every one of them.”

I had the feeling Susan was about to ask what being Basque had to do with Tempi’s character, when Mac commented that getting copies of international adoption records would be difficult but not impossible. He made a few notes on his pad and then faced the child who’d stared wide-eyed at Jest since he began his story. “Little Missy, look over here at me,” Mac said gently. She kept her eyes on Dick Jest. “It’s okay. You’re safe here with us. No more reason to run off and hide.” Jest nodded to her and she slowly turned her eyes to Sheriff Mac. “Is your name Alba?” Mac asked.

“Da,” she answered. Then she said it again. “Da. Alba.”

Sheriff Mac asked Alba if she knew how she got to MaMa Allen’s house. When she answered, car, and was quiet again, Dick Jest rolled his cigar between his thumb and forefinger several times, then spoke up. “Fantell’s daughter took Alba after the Knoxville fire. Came over to Hiawassee and told me about it. She’s a good girl, tried to do the right thing by Alba. Knew firsthand Nan and Pokey are lousy parents. They got no right to knock a kid around like that. Daughter’s old enough now to make it on her own, and says she’s done with them. No reason for her to take their crap any longer. I gave her some cash and she’s headed west.”

Mac looked up from his note taking. “I heard what you said about the Fantell’s daughter telling you she’d left the child with Mrs. Allen, but what made you think Alba was in danger.”

Jest twisted around in his chair, maybe trying to get more comfortable on the hard oak bottom. As I watched him, I was struck by how well such a small man accommodated himself to a world built for taller humans. His clothes were expertly tailored. He obviously drove his own vehicle, was about to take on a new business, and had the guts to show up at the Perry County Sheriff’s Department when he knew a child was in danger. Good for him.

The Shoulda-Woulda-Coulda Committee chimed in: Hello, hello, Dr. McNeal. Well duh…none of that depends on a person’s height. Now does it? For once, they were right. I shushed them so I could hear Jest’s answer.

“Well Sheriff, I’m ashamed to say that my son was arrested for possession of drugs again. I knew he didn’t have any money, so when I went to the jail to talk to him about making his bail, I grilled him on where he got the cash to buy drugs. He wanted out, so he told me about selling information to that young lady over there.” Jest used his cigar to point at Susan. “He also told me he’d called Pokey Fantell and sold him information that the young lady was curious about Alba. When I traced her cell phone number to Perry County, I figured she wasn’t with the insurance company. I wasn’t sure what was going on, but knowing Pokey Fantell, I knew there would be trouble.”

Susan confirmed. “Yeah, we paid Tempi Jest a hundred dollars to tell us what he knew. I guess his bail was more than that?”

Jest didn’t bat an eye. “Don’t know. I refused to clean up his mess this time. Not after what he did.” He paused, and then said sadly, “The boy has no honor. He’s a great disappointment.”

I was thinking: a broken nose from Susan, thinks drugs are the answers to life’s hard questions, sitting in a Georgia jail, your own father believes you have no honor, and your mother was a Basque—whatever that means. Almost made me feel sorry for the punk. Then I remembered his predatory smile when he thought he had Susan trapped. Never mind. No sympathy.

After asking Dick Jest a couple of questions about where the Fantells might be, Mac adjourned the meeting. The decision was made for Missy/Alba and Mrs. Allen to stay temporarily at Mac’s house. Mac said it was because of the bad weather, but I think he wanted them safe with him, just in case the Fantells decided to return.

The plan was for Mac to take them with him in his Bronco along with Daniel and Jest, whose car was back at the Perry County Sheriff’s Department. He’d drop Daniel at my house where his truck was parked, and Daniel would drive back to Mrs. Allen’s for Susan and me. A little complicated, but logical considering the snow.

After gathering a few things in a bag for herself and the child, Mrs. Allen kissed Susan goodbye and gave me a gentle pat on the shoulder. Daniel told us he’d be back in twenty minutes or less. “Be careful,” I told him. “We’ll watch for you. If the drive is too slippery, blow the horn; we’ll hike down to the truck.” Once the words left my mouth, I realized I’d spoken to him just as I would have spoken to my son at age fourteen. Sorry, a mother will always be a mother.

Daniel didn’t seem aggravated by my giving him directions. “Don’t worry about me, Babe,” he quipped back. “I’m mountain bred, remember? Got me a four-wheel drive Ford truck; snow chains in the back, and Redman chewing tobacco on the dash.”

Humor: the great stress reliever.

Susan and I shivered on Mrs. Allen’s back porch and waved goodbye. Mac’s Bronco slid sideways as he turned around in the new snow, but he soon righted the vehicle and drove slowly down the hill. We were alone for the first time since we entered the cave up on Fire Mountain.

“How do you suppose those Fantell people found MaMa so quickly?”

I was wondering the same thing. “I’m guessing once they had your cell number they used a cross directory to get your address. Then they followed you around. You’ve probably been over here a lot in the past two days, right?”

“Yeah, that’s true. But I sure didn’t notice a van following me.”

“The other possibility is that the daughter told them where she dropped Missy, I mean Alba. Though from what Jest said, that is unlikely. No, I’d go with them following you and maybe seeing Missy out in the yard.”

“Okay miss person-with-all-the-answers, there is one thing I have to know.”

“What’s that?” I asked.

“Up there in the Cave. I’m pretty sure I smelled sulfur just before Missy threw the fire. Did she have a box of kitchen matches? If so, it must have been the biggest box on record to make that much fire. Or did she have something else, something really flammable hidden in her pockets?”

“She’s wearing pajamas, remember. No pockets”

“Then how did she make the fire?”

“I have no idea,” I answered, and that was the truth.
  


  
    Quiet Killing
    
  




  


[image: image]
28
[image: image]
 

It was bone-chilling cold for the last days of March, nine inches of snow at higher elevations, and six down where I lived on Fells Creek. Not a lot by New Hampshire standards, but for us the world played in slow motion until the snow plows worked their way around the county to the side roads.

Granny’s Store remained closed. Daniel and Susan were busy at home ushering cows in and out of the barn to keep them from freezing to death in the fields. Daniel swore he was selling every cow he owned at the April auction. Too much work, he said, especially for a man about to be a restaurant owner. After sundown on that first day of the snow, I saw Mac pull into Fletcher’s drive and lure Hubert into his barn with a bunch of carrots. With the long day he’d had, I was proud of him for venturing out again to do a neighbor a favor.

My goat girls are smarter than Daniel’s cows. They bedded down in their house by dark on the first snow night, and there they stayed, assured I would hike out in the cold to bring grain and fresh water. The charred rubble-mound of the hay barn, now covered by clean fluffy snow, reminded me I needed to hire a contractor to rebuild, but with the weather and all the drama of the past two weeks, I was too exhausted to deal with the challenge. It could wait until spring returned. For the next few days, I was content to stay near the fireplace as much as I could, cuddle my two cats, and listen to Alfie’s life story. He is good company and I was glad he’d stayed.

Sometime during the three days we were snowbound, Pokey and Nan Fantell ran a stop sign in Pickens, South Carolina and were arrested on three outstanding warrants. The first warrant was issued in Perry County for breaking into Mrs. Allen’s house; the second, also from Perry County, was for assaulting Mrs. Allen; the third was a federal warrant for child trafficking. It seems the orphanage, Alba’s home for the past eight years, and the Hungarian government took an aggressive European search international after they learned the child was seen leaving the playgrounds with a couple identified as American circus performers.

On day four of the big snow, I met Susan at the entrance to the Perry County Hospital. I quizzed her as we moved through the automatic glass doors to the lobby. “So what did you find out from Mac? What will happen to Missy, I mean Alba? Will she go back to the orphanage?”

“Probably. We were over at MaMa’s last night and Mac said the Hungarian Embassy in DC is waiting for a person from the orphanage to come over. Course MaMa was crying the whole time Mac was talking.

“Then a woman from the orphanage called the house and talked to Alba. They were speaking Hungarian so I don’t know what was said, but when she hung up, oh Lord, you should have seen the look on the child’s face. All smiles. She went over to MaMa and hugged her, and then she said, “Da. Home. Thank you.” The child looked so happy. MaMa cried about a gallon bucket full of tears. I know her heart was breaking, but once she saw Alba wanted to go home she didn’t say anything else about fighting to keep her.

“Sweet old MaMa. When she was cried out she said to me, ‘Honey, it’s like I say, a family is who takes care of you. If she’s happier over in Hungary, then so be it.’ But on the other hand, I got to tell you, I worry about what might happen when Alba gets to DC.”

“What do you mean?”

Susan smiled. “What if she changes her mind and decides she wants to stay with MaMa? If they try to take her away, she might burn the Embassy down. I mean, what if she starts throwing those fireball things at the Hungarian Ambassador? We could have ourselves another world war.”

“I know you’re trying to be funny, but come on, we don’t know if Alba has any fireballs things or not. It could have been plain old kitchen matches up there in the cave.”

“Yeah, maybe, but do you really think a box of matches would stay dry if you left them in a cave for days? And you said yourself that she didn’t have pockets in her pajamas to carry them up there the morning she ran. And what size box would it take to make a fireball that big? No, I’m telling you Alba knows a way to make fire.”

“Umm. I don’t know. Maybe a circus magic trick. It is peculiar.”

“I’m going to ask her.”

“Okay, ask her. Can’t hurt,” I said to Susan, though I didn’t really think Alba would tell. “Come on. Let’s go visit before they bring lunch. I don’t want to be in the room when Fletcher pitches a fit about the food.”

He looked smaller, swallowed by the half-raised hospital bed. Left leg in a cast and hanging from some sort of pulley suspended above the white, blanketed surface of the bed. Neck brace. Right arm resting in a sling against his body. I wouldn’t say my neighbor was thrilled to see us, but he was polite.

“Daughter’s been coming regular. Worrying the fool out of me with all her hovering and yakking. I don’t need nothing but to get the hell out of here.”

I took his comment as a hint that our visit should be short, and got to the point. “We just want you to know we are thinking about you, and grateful you’re going to be all right.”

“Yeah, I’m old but too mean to kill. Mac stopped by yesterday. Reckon the Goddard twins will be cooling their heels in jail for a while. No loss to Perry County, that’s for sure. They’ve been sorry pieces of humanity since they took their first step. I even heard tell when they owned the place you bought, they was selling homegrown marijuana from the store.”

Susan and I shared a knowing smile. “Yes, I think I heard that somewhere myself. By the way, I’m selling Granny’s Store to Susan and Daniel. They’re opening up a restaurant.”

Fletcher thought about that idea for a few seconds. His injuries must’ve impaired his ability to lob critical bombs at me, because he replied almost approvingly, “That a fact? Sounds like a humdinger idea to me. Gonna make some respectable North Carolina barbecue?”

Susan replied, “You bet. Gotta have good barbecue.” There was a pause while she stood up and took a couple of steps closer to the bed. Fletcher recoiled into the bedcovers; maybe worried that Susan was going to hug him. I’m sure she knew better. “Mr. Enloe, I’m real sorry about The Red Bird. I know your heart must be broken about it being so torn up and all.”

Fletcher bristled and let out a derisive snort. “Ain’t nothing gonna stay broke, little girl. I done got her hauled over to Tucker’s Body Shop. That boy’s daddy used to work with me and my brothers back in the day. He’s a good’un. Knows his stuff. He’ll do right by Bird. She’ll be rebuilt better than me.”

“No kidding? That is really good news. I’ll look forward to seeing you driving her in the parade again this year. Listen, I hope you get well fast so you can go home. I’m going to wait out in the hall for Miz P. You take care.”

Fletcher nodded and Susan left, closing the door. We really hadn’t planned for her to leave me alone with Fletcher, but I was glad to have a few minutes with him. “So the twins found your ruby mine,” I said as soon as she left.

He stared at me with those Enloe electric- blue eyes, probably gauging whether he was going to tell me the rest of the story or not. I waited. After several moments, I won the silent treatment game and he spoke. “It won’t the rubies worth a pretty piece. I ain’t found much of them over the years.” He paused, reached for the glass of water from the bedside table. After sipping through a straw, he continued. “Hit’s them chunky green stones that are worth the digging. Green garnets. Worth a lot more per carat than any local ruby. The way I figure it, the Goddard boys didn’t notice the green rocks. They was looking for red rubies. Course, I can’t know that for sure till I get back up to the mine and see what all they stole. I understand those ignorant, no-count twins shot off a couple of rounds in there and left me with a fallen down ceiling and few tons of rocks to sift though.” He smirked. “Course, might’ve done me a favor and blown out a bigger vein than the one I was working.”

We sat quietly, each waiting for the other to get around to the heavier subject. He finally danced up to it. “I figure you found the other room.”

I nodded. “Yes, we did.”

“Shoulda known. Can’t leave nothing alone, can you?”

“I guess not. Is that where you found my great grandmother’s and the baby’s bones?”

“Yeah, I found them early on after I bought the land from old man Sorley. They were together on that stone ledge. Used up, old yellow candles sitting around, and Ezekiel 37 scratched on the wall above them. Don’t know what the hell that was all about, but I buried them near the cabin along side where old January was buried.”

“Who buried January?”

“Don’t know for certain. Maybe one of the Sorleys. They got the land back once January died. I reckon maybe cause your granddaddy was still a child. I figure none of them ever knew about Reba and the child being in the cave, or I reckon they would’ve buried them back in the Methodist cemetery.”

“Is there a marker for the graves?”

“Of course there is a marker. You don’t think I’d just dump them in the ground without a way for folks to remember them and say a prayer now and again, do you? If you look beside that big old forsythia bush up there, you’ll see a flat piece of granite put down to mark all three McNeals. When I found Reba and the baby, somebody had cut a wooden cross from a rowan tree to mark January’s grave. It’s long gone, but the granite is still there. I’m sorry you came up on the cave. I’d never taken you back in there. I was meaning to show you the graves, but never the cave.”

“Did you say a rowan tree?”

“That’s right. Two or three up there on top. Pretty red berries in the fall.”

“Aren’t rowan trees said to keep away evil spirits?”

Fletcher frowned “I don’t know nothing about that foolishness. You’d have to ask Honoree Allen about that. She’s the one keeps up with all those old wives tales. Talking about spirits singing little songs and moving about up on Fire, a lot of caca-noodle, if you ask me. She’s a sweet lady, and her tea tree soap is the best in the state, but my stars she does come up with some tall tales.”
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I left Fletcher’s room to join Susan and found her at the end of the hall, her back to me. I walked in her direction and as she turned aside, I saw she was talking with none other than the Rev. Kolb, and her new friend, Sam. Being the gentleman, Rev. Kolb rose to his feet as I approached. “Good afternoon, Ms. McNeal. How delightful to see you. The Rev. Quinn and I were sharing a few interdenominational observations, following our respective shut-in visits. And whom should we meet, but the lovely Susan Allen. I understand she and Rev. Quinn are newly acquainted.”

Susan looked sheepish and muttered to me, “Don’t look so shocked. I told you Sam had a day job. Didn’t I?”

How interesting. Why was Susan so flustered? Was she uneasy because her new friend was a pastor? Not like Susan to be intimidated. I raised an eyebrow to Susan and took Rev. Kolb’s outstretched hand. “Nice to see you, Rev. Kolb. Please sit down.” He shook my hand politely and sat. I offered my hand to Rev. Quinn. She took it and closed a small, but determined, hand around mine. “Rev. Quinn? Is that correct?’ She nodded yes and smiled, more at Susan I think, than at me. “I’m Promise McNeal. I’m pleased to meet you. Are you affiliated with one of the local churches?”

Susan gave me one of her you-are-being-nosy-again looks. Rev. Quinn tilted her head, ever so slightly, and kept her easy, comforting smile. “No ma’am,” she answered pleasantly, “I’m visiting a parishioner who became ill over here. I’m with St. Michael’s Episcopal Church in Asheville. Assistant Rector. Please call me Sam, everyone does.”

We sat with the reverends for a few minutes chatting about the weather, the efficiency of the Perry County Hospital, and the high price of gasoline in North Carolina, until Rev. Kolb excused himself for a luncheon meeting at First Methodist. The conversation drifted over to how I came to leave my Atlanta counseling practice and move to Western North Carolina, Sam’s pottery hobby, and Susan’s banjo playing abilities. The easy banter between the two young women told me they were better acquainted than Susan had admitted. How interesting that Susan would be almost secretive about her friendship with Rev. Quinn. I considered again that Susan was uncomfortable with Sam Quinn being an Episcopal priest. Somehow that didn’t ring true. Not at all like Susan.

There was a lull in the conversation before Sam remarked, “Susan tells me you are an Episcopalian.”

“Lapsed,” I replied, perhaps too quickly.

“Not necessarily a permanent condition,” she quipped.

I nodded and hoped she wouldn’t try to push me through St. Michael’s doors with guilt. “And what else has Susan told you about me? Only good things, I hope.”

Rev. Quinn hesitated, but only for a moment, then looked me squarely in the eyes. “She didn’t tell me about your great grandfather being asked to leave the Methodist church, or that he was suspected of removing his family from the cemetery, if that’s what you mean. I’m afraid that bit of gossip belongs to Rev. Kolb. Would you like to talk about it?”

I heard Susan clear her throat through the buzzing in my ears. Had this young woman really thrown that shameful bit of family history out there like it was nothing more than an odd news story? I was furious at her callousness, and at a loss for a reply.

“Wow, look at the time,” Susan announced. “I really have to get back to Granny’s and let Melissa go home. Her babysitter has to leave by two.”

I looked at Susan, still speechless. She made a comment to Sam about calling her later and walked toward the elevator. I think I may have given her a slight goodbye wave. I’m not sure. It took a few moments for Rev. Quinn’s remark to sink below my anger level to where truth lives. Two thoughts came to mind: people and things usually show up in my face for a reason, and healing is never painless.

“You know, I think I actually do want to talk about what happened with my great grandfather,” I began. “His name was January McNeal. I don’t know why he was named January. Odd name, don’t you think?”

We sat under the windows of the hospital’s third floor visiting area in molded plastic chairs the colors of birthday balloons, the snow outside melting— drip, drip, drip— from the gutters. Sam was patient while I told her the story. The dreams, the singing child, a stone ledge with Ezekiel 37 scrawled above it, candles long burned down to nubs, Fletcher burying the bones by the forsythia bush, and the long gone rowan tree cross. She didn’t interrupt as I spent my tale. I was exhausted. Quiet filled the space between us.

She closed her eyes briefly before she spoke. Her voice was soft and nonjudgmental. “Isn’t it interesting that the child sings: upstairs, downstairs, we all fall down? I’m familiar with the nursery rhyme. On another level though, it seems to describe January’s error in judgment—presuming he could influence God, summon the power to raise the dead. Like all of us sinners, he fell down, just like the rhyme. Except, if I remember correctly, the rhyme is meant to be about all the people who died in the London plague. I wonder if the singing child’s words and your dreams are connected—if your great grandfather is trying to tell you something about his need of forgiveness?”

Forgiveness? Where did she get that? That idea had not even crossed my mind. But then, I admit forgiveness isn’t my long suit.

Rev. Quinn continued, “Any idea who the singing child could be?”

I shook my head no. “I’ve tried to talk myself into believing she was Missy, or rather Alba, but I’m sure that isn’t the case.”

“Ah,” she replied and was quiet again for a few seconds. “Could the child be your great grandmother Reba’s spirit?”

“She was a grown woman when she died. How could the voice be hers?”

Sam stood up, stretched her back, and faced the windows. Her hair wicked up the last of the afternoon sunlight, burnishing each curl like newly smithed copper. After she sat down again, she offered an explanation. “Some believe spirits who linger on earth can manifest themselves as who they were at a happier time in their lives. For instance, let’s say a spirit feels the need to stay here to protect a loved one, but staying as they were at the traumatic death time is unbearable. Another age is comforting. I mean, the concept isn’t exactly covered in a seminary course; it’s just something I’ve heard discussed.

“On the other hand, I suppose the singing child could be any lingering spirit looking for the way home—no connection to your family at all. I really don’t know; I’m only thinking out loud. The Church has a rather complicated message on such matters, and I have absolutely no experience with souls who are earthbound. Though I will tell you, as the saying goes, I have a teachable spirit. Do you know what I mean?”

“I think you mean you’re willing to help, and I thank you for your willingness. You know, in considering what you said about a spirit sort of becoming another age, in my dream, when January says Ezekiel 37 to me, Reba and the baby are also in the dream— very much alive. I’ve been puzzled by the timeline of him saying that, because at that specific time Ezekiel 37 wouldn’t have the importance it took on after Reba died. It would seem my dream is mixing two different moments in time—the family praying together, and January becoming fixated with Ezekiel. I could leap from there to a spirit communicating from another moment in time, other than the moment of death. The idea follows a strange sort of logic. Time is not necessarily earth time.”

“Exactly. Time is not linear in eternity. However, I need not remind you that, at least from the Church’s view, a dream could be only a dream.”

“Oh yes, as a counselor, I’m well aware of that fact. Dreams remain a mystery locked in the human mind.”

“I’m finding there are many mysteries out there, Promise.” Sam sounded as though she was referring to something personal, a mystery about her own life. I wondered what that might be. “What do you think?” she asked. “Should we go to the graves? Perhaps offer prayers for January, Reba, the singing child, and the baby boy. Remind your great grandfather that forgiveness knows no time or space. Tell them all it’s time to go home?”

Go to the graves? Pray for them? The idea was at once terribly uncomfortable, and yet, absolutely necessary. “Yes, let’s go to the graves.”

“Excellent. How about tomorrow, say around one o’clock? We’ll meet at your house. I’ll ask Susan to bring me.”
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I was moving coat hangers around in my closet, trying to decide what one wears to an exorcism. Although, as the Rev. Sam Quinn explained, exorcism technically applies to casting out demons. There were no demons on Fire Mountain. We were simply meeting at the graves to pray for troubled souls to find their way home to heaven, or wherever souls find peace. The phone rang. “Luke? Is it really you? How wonderful. How are you? Where are you? I’m so glad you called.”

“Hey Mom. Great to hear your voice, too. I’m in Greenville, South Carolina. Business. You know how that is. Listen, I heard you guys got snow over there, and according to the map I’m only about a hundred and forty miles from you. How about I rent a manly-type vehicle with four-wheel drive and roll on over. I haven’t seen snow in years.”

I didn’t say I felt like he hadn’t seen me in years, let alone snow; but I wanted to. I was grateful the snow was bait enough to entice my one and only son for a visit, and told him to drive carefully. “Do you think you can make it by one o’clock?”

“Sure. We got a bus to catch at one?”

“Something like that. I’ll explain when you get here.

“You think you could get Daniel and Susan to come for supper? It would be great to see them. I’ll do the grilling.”

“Oh, I think that can probably be arranged.”

Luke looked trim, tan, and grown up. But then, of course he is grown up. Twenty-seven this birthday makes him an adult, though he’ll always be my baby. I did notice his hair was buzz cut just like his dad’s, and still the same downy dark blond. I hoped the hair was the only similarity to the unfaithful Detective R.B. Barnes—may he choke on a peach pit. I’m sure the Committee in my head would tell me to get over it; grudges cause wrinkles. The committee would be right. Randall Barnes was a long time ago. I love Luke and was glad to see him. That’s all that mattered.

Besides, we had serious business up on Fire Mountain. Luke was a good sport about our mission. I told him I’d recently discovered the graves of early McNeals who lived in the area, and we were holding a short, family service for them. All true, though admittedly, a somewhat abbreviated truth.

We piled in two ATVs like pickers headed for the tomato fields. Susan drove in the lead, with Sam beside her. Daniel followed behind, with me as passenger and Luke bouncing in the rear. Crusty, lingering snow made our climb up the mountain slow. No one felt the need to talk. I looked back at Luke a couple of times. He seemed to be drinking in the solitude of the landscape, and smiled back at me. His was that Rose Marie Fitzgerald smile of my mother’s, full of patience and gratitude for all the small things I take for granted.

Once we reached January’s high meadow, the wind was still, the sky a broad-brush watercolor of blue above white ground. Maybe spring would return after all. Fletcher was correct, of course. We found the granite stone marker less than three feet from the snow-topped forsythia bush.

Sam removed her long coat, folded it carefully, and placed it in the passenger seat of the ATV. She stood in the snow, a small copper-haired young woman in a long black cassock over black jeans and sturdy boots, a white clerical collar framed her face, and an enormous metal cross hung from her neck almost to her waist. A murder of crows riding the thermals overhead must have recognized her black plumage. They circled and tossed caws of welcome into the otherwise quiet skies.

Sam waved hello to the crows and grasped the cross in her right hand. She turned to me and answered my unasked question. “Was my grandfather’s. He was a lot taller.” As the metal fell back against her body, it reflected the afternoon sun and returned a blinding prism of light out into the meadow.

There was no conversation when Rev. Quinn asked our little congregation to gather around the granite marker. We bowed our heads and she said a short prayer. Then she opened her Prayer Book and read: “I am the resurrection and the life, saith the Lord: he that believeth in me, though he were dead, yet shall he live…”

Familiar words, though at first I couldn’t place where they were found in The Book of Common Prayer. She read on. “The Lord gave; the Lord hath taken away, blessed be the name of the Lord.” Now I knew. Sam was reading from the service for the burial of the dead.

Memories of my mother’s and father’s funerals walked across my mind—the tearful words, the smell of lilies, my anger with my father for leaving us one last time. Then years later, my mother, the beautiful Rose Marie, forever still, and forever cloaked in a cream colored, satin casket blanket. My mind must have drifted. When I was back in the moment, Sam was praying, “O’ spare me a little, that I may recover my strength before I go hence, and be no more seen.”

I looked around the meadow—the tumble of a cabin, the rock chimney standing like a watchtower, grass breaking the snow in patches of green, life determined to outlast the March weather. Where was January? Did he exist only in my dream? Or was he here, a spirit bound to Fire Mountain and its tragedies?

Rev. Quinn read on, “Unto Almighty God we commend the souls of our brother January McNeal, our sister Reba McNeal, the child Ephraim McNeal, and any soul here who wanders lost and weary upon this land. By the power invested in me, through the life and death of our Savior Jesus Christ, we beseech thee, Oh Lord, to call these souls home to thee so that they may know your divine forgiveness, and rest in everlasting peace.” It was over. Sam closed the Prayer Book.

Maybe I expected thunder or the beating of angels’ wings, but when Sam said her amen, the only sound was the comforting caw of the crows trailing off in the distance. I wondered if these were the same crows that visit my pasture, arguing over the best perches or which will get the first bite of leftover goat feed. I hoped so.

We stood silently around the graves, perhaps none of us wanting to stir the quiet. A sudden breath of wind disturbed the forsythia bush, puffs of snow from its yellow blossoms shaking to the ground; then the wind stilled. I thought I smelled rosemary; though I don’t believe forsythia has a rosemary fragrance. Where had I smelled rosemary recently? Was it at Mrs. Allen’s house? Rosemary, I’d read somewhere, was for remembrance.

The word forgiveness had been on my mind since Sam mentioned it yesterday. Perhaps January was seeking God’s forgiveness. Perhaps I needed to forgive him as well, let go of my judgment on actions I could never understand. Otherwise, his bizarre behavior would shadow me for the rest of my life, and I would always feel the need to apologize for who I am, because of who I thought he was.

I hoped our prayers gave the earthbound souls on Fire Mountain peace. Each of us needs to go back to where we came from when this body is spent. Though I have to say, I’ll miss the little voice singing, upstairs, downstairs, we all fall down.

The Rev. Sam Quinn was the first to speak. In my reverie, it took me a second to realize she was talking to me. “Thank you, Promise, for inviting me today,” she was saying, “I am honored to be included with your family.”

I looked at each of them: Luke, Susan, and Daniel. “Yes,” I finally responded, “My family. Thank you, Rev. Quinn.” Daniel put his arm around me and I leaned into him. When I looked up, I believe I saw a look in his eyes that said, “I’ll never leave you.” There goes that Alison Krauss song— one more time.

Later I knocked and let myself into Luke’s room to say goodnight. He was rearranging clothes in his compact, soft suitcase. I noticed his clothes—shirts, underwear, and socks—were rolled tightly, like mini telescopes, to save space, just as the travel guru on television advises. I also noticed the butt of a gun protruding from the neat rows of necessities.

Luke realized I’d seen the gun and immediately waded into the subject. “The gun? Don’t panic, Mom. It’s legal. I have a permit. Remember, I travel a lot… with the oil company.”

“Yes, with Acadian Oil. I understand that.” Though I really didn’t. And I didn’t believe he worked for an oil company, unless the United States government owns foreign oil businesses—which it may for all I know. “It’s just that I’m not used to seeing you with a gun. It’s a shock. You didn’t even have a cap pistol as a child.”

Luke hugged me. The familiar scent of his skin settled on me and I wanted with all my heart for it to be then and not now. Then, a long time ago, when he was small and trusting, and I could protect him.

“I know Mom,” my son said, “you don’t get the blowback here in your little corner of mountain paradise, but, believe me, the world out there can be a mean and dangerous place.”

I didn’t know whether to laugh, or cry. The world out there? Right. Only the world out there?

I admit it; I seriously considered telling him everything that had happened, down to my being tied up by an escaped convict and having a bleeding, and dying man sprawled across me.

But of course, I didn’t. Mothers don’t do that. What I said was, “I’m sure you’re right, son. How about hot chocolate before we turn in?”




  
    Quiet Killing
    
  




  
Dear Readers,

Thank you for being here again. Promise and I appreciate you spending time with us. The usual disclaimers hold true. This is a work of fiction. Although historical persons may move through the story, they are used fictitiously. Perry County and its residents are of my imagination; any resemblance to actual people, places, or events is entirely coincidental. License with the geography of Western North Carolina is taken at times to fit the story.

To friends and family, especially Dee, I am grateful beyond measure for your encouragement. To my son, Kevin: your cover art is awesome. To my husband, Rick: your day-job made the writing possible.

Special thanks for advice and information to Lionel Caynon and Rev. Sam Pope. Any mistakes in information they shared are mine, entirely. To early readers Gail and Cora Jane, who helped with comments and errors, I say thank you. A special thank you to Karen, who read tirelessly and marked numerous punctuation errors with precision and careful thought. Thank you to songwriters Paul Overstreet and Don Schlitz, and the amazing Alison Krauss, for the perfect love song, You Say It Best When You Say Nothing At All.

Curious readers will find information about the outlaw Lewis Redmond in Stewart E. Bruce’s book, King of the Moonshiners. North Carolina storyteller, Gary Carden, has written an excellent play about Redmond, The Prince of Dark Corners. More about the Melungeon people can be fo