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AUNT PEARL WAS PUNCHING our doorbell and calling out, “Open this door.”

For a moment, I saw a spark in Mama’s eyes. The spark she’d lost since my father joined up to go “beat the tar out of Adolf Hitler.”

I felt a spark too — a spark of fear. Aunt Pearl had visited us once before, and she’d been quite a force to reckon with — I questioned the desperation that had driven me to ask her for help. But as I walked to the door, I looked back at my mother, a whisper of herself, both physically and emotionally, and I knew that it had been the right thing to do.

Besides, I didn’t have any other choice. At twelve years old, what was I going to do? I’d burned every pot and pan in our home, I’d used up every bit of food from the grocery and they wouldn’t deliver any more on credit, and I had no other adults to turn to. I had no one and nowhere to go for help but to a family member I had met just once — a family member my father didn’t like much and whom my mother had run away from as soon as she could. It seemed when my father left for war, my mother left too.

I pushed my fear down and opened the door.

Aunt Pearl bustled right in. She was tall and bulky, just as I remembered, wearing some hideous dress of indistinguishable style. (My mother raised me to place great store in fashion. It obviously mattered little to Aunt Pearl.) She stood before Mama and took her pulse. I suppose that’s what she did, because she picked up Mama’s thin wrist with her beefy hand and briefly looked at the sensible wristwatch she wore.

“We will go to Snowden,” she said.

I blinked and found my voice. “No.” I swallowed. “I mean, actually, I thought you could help here.”

She continued to hold Mama’s wrist. She said nothing but looked up at me in disdain. I’d remembered that look — and the pinched nose that went with it — correctly.

I went on babbling. “I have school. My books.”

Aunt Pearl pulled Mama out of her chair, pushed her up the stairs, and began to pack my mother’s clothes. The woman who was my aunt spoke to us both. “We will go home. To Snowden.”

And so, in early September 1942, we did.
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THE JOURNEY TOOK A LIFETIME, or at least it seemed that way. My world had just collapsed.

I’d expected Aunt Pearl to help me there, in Baltimore. I’d expected . . . Oh, I’d expected I don’t know what. I had had time to prepare for my father leaving. He told my mother and me he was planning to volunteer; he showed us his uniform; we had parties in the neighborhood; he showed me newspaper articles about Hitler and the WAR (he always spoke of it as if it were in all capital letters).

With Aunt Pearl, our departure was a whirl; things moved fast, slow, then fast again. I found myself making comparisons about things that mattered little but would have mattered a great deal to my mother if she’d been acting like my mother anymore. But she wasn’t.

We caught a train to Lexington, Virginia, a nothing of a town compared to Baltimore. We spent the night there, in the most uncomfortable bed, which we all three shared, a difficult task, since Aunt Pearl took up more than her share. That bed smelled funny too, like old soap. I wasn’t allowed any bedtime routines before going to sleep, as Aunt Pearl immediately turned off the light. I understood Mama and Aunt Pearl were probably tired, especially since Mama looked tired all the time, but I wished I could have read for a little while. Too bad I had no books.

As I waited for sleep on that lumpy mattress, trapped between the stranger my mother had become and the stranger who was my aunt, I tried to comfort myself by thinking of good memories; instead, I fought with the memories of the past few months.

I thought of my shoe salesman father, who didn’t have to go to war, as it said in the letter I’d found squirreled in the depths of the closet. The letter told him that as the “sole provider of a minor and an unhealthy dependent,” he would not be expected to serve.

Yet he’d volunteered to go, proud to serve in his sharply creased private’s uniform. Gone after a whirlwind of parties and send-offs for “my hero,” as Mama called him. I wondered if that “unhealthy dependent” meant Mama, because she had had to go away for a few days the previous year for some “fresh air,” days when I’d stayed with my friend Peggy and her family.

When Mama returned, nobody, not even Peggy, would jump rope or play tag or jacks with me anymore.

That’s when Mama told me books could be my best friends. She wouldn’t let me read Nancy Drew or Lad: A Dog. She wanted me to read important books that made me look smart. I carried them around to make her happy, but I didn’t even understand the first pages. Still, holding them made me feel close to her.

Finally, I felt myself drifting off to sleep in that crowded bed, and I surrendered to it.

In the morning, we learned that the train track at Balcony Downs had been washed out by mud. Aunt Pearl wasn’t willing to wait for the repairs.

“Perhaps you could borrow a car?” I asked.

Aunt Pearl looked at me with a stone face. “Can’t drive a car. Besides, you’d get sick. I get sick in cars on that mountain, and I’ve been living around here forever.” She tapped her lips with her right index finger, then nodded. “We’ll go by river.”

In no time at all, Aunt Pearl had us bundled onto what she called a packet boat, a long, low thing that loaded at a dock perched on the Maury River. She counted out the money carefully. And she managed the narrow walkway onto the boat with amazing dexterity; she refused the assistance of the men with my mother and did it all with confident strides.

Our pathetic pile of luggage was dumped unceremoniously in a heap, and we huddled around it. Aunt Pearl held on to Mama until she could deposit her on some sort of barrel beside my small black bag.

“Keep your eyes open, Ellen. Not many packet boats left.”

My glance took in the vessel. With its peeling paint and weathered wood, it did little to demonstrate why there should be any of its kind left.

I sniffed. “It stinks.”

Aunt Pearl looked off into the distance. “I don’t smell anything.”

I sniffed again. There was a familiarity to the odor, and I understood it wasn’t the boat that produced the pungent smell but rather the men who worked it.

“This kind of boat seems like something out of the frontier days.”

Aunt Pearl nodded. “An old-fashioned mode of travel, true. The mail’s delivered to Snowden on this.”

I glanced at the burlap bags stamped U.S. MAIL.

“The last mail truck burned up its motor on Snowden Mountain. Besides, these men need the business.”

They may have needed the business, but they seemed in no hurry to get it done. I expected them to take their roles as mailmen more seriously. Our mailman in Baltimore always walked quickly. But perhaps it was to relieve his shoulder from the heavy pack instead of wanting to take pride in the delivery service.

“Look around you, Ellen, and see the beauty of Virginia. You’re in the Blue Ridge, and you’ll not find such magnificence in Baltimore.”

I looked then at the fat green trees lining the banks, the boulders sitting like lazy stone frogs, the mountains rising beside us as the Maury melded into the James. The water was turgid and brown, water that looked tired and slow in the last of summer’s heat.

Finally, we reached Snowden. The docking area was dim, but Aunt Pearl snorted at me when I asked about lights. “Child, you’ll find no electric anything out this way. Life here is very different from Baltimore.”

She was right. It was “very different” from Baltimore. There were no streetlights, so velvet darkness wrapped around us that night — a dark of such depth I felt it cloaking me so tightly that I was strangling in it. So soft, so smooth — and yet so deep as to swallow you.

The men unloaded our bags, and we stumbled off. One bag for each of us, but I had to carry all three since Aunt Pearl had all she could do to guide Mama, so I swallowed my protest and hiked up the bags.

After climbing the steps up the bank of the James River, we crossed the train tracks, which caused Mama to fall flat on her face and proved our biggest hurdle. We then walked almost soundlessly down some sort of path until I heard Aunt Pearl mutter, “Home at last, Martha. We’ll just get you inside.”

I lifted my head and got a glimpse of it.

Even in the dark, I could make out Aunt Pearl’s home, a small white frame house perched on the edge of a looming darkness she called a mountain.

As we arrived, Mama required pushes and pulls from Aunt Pearl to climb the stairs of the porch, and Mama had no smile or glimmer for the house she’d also once known as home.

She trudged to a room on the first floor with a closed door she waited in front of, a door I opened for her. Then she sat in a hard chair placed beside a window and looked out into the empty darkness.

“This was her room,” Aunt Pearl said. She pulled down the bedcovers so Mama could retire for the night and then shoved me out the door. “Upstairs and to the right. I’ll show you around tomorrow.”

I mounted the steps wearily and entered a small, plain room. All I could see from the window, in the darkness, was what I took to be a wall of mountain. I lay across a single bed without removing my clothes. What had I done? Here we were, in the care of a gruff stranger. Mama never talked about Aunt Pearl, about growing up here, about anything in the past. In my efforts to take care of Mama, I’d sent a telegram with repercussions I still didn’t quite understand. I put my face in the pillow and took a deep breath. It smelled foreign, and yet I knew the smell; it matched the rigid, stiff feeling of the sheets. These were sheets and pillowcases dried outside and not used often, saved for company.

My mother once said, “We had to hang out clothes to dry when I was a kid. You’re lucky, Ellen. We have a dryer.” She’d buried her face in the sheets and continued, “Everything’s so much softer this way and smells like home.”

She was right, I guess. These didn’t smell like home. But I knew if I said that to Aunt Pearl, she’d think I was a spoiled girl — and maybe I was. I closed my eyes and felt tears slide down my cheeks. It wasn’t really the sheets from the dryer I was missing.

The next morning, I had to hurry to the outhouse to relieve myself. In the daylight, I could see the small building perched at the edge of the woods, a ring of small birch-like trees bordering it. I knew about birch trees. Daddy loved them and drew pictures that always included them. These weren’t his beloved birches, though, and I couldn’t remember exactly what they were from Miss Welch’s leaf-and-tree study in third grade. Still, they were similar to Daddy’s trees, and that was going to have to be enough. I took comfort in them; I had to.

The back of the house, with a sprawling porch spread across it, stood twenty yards or so from the woods. I didn’t bother to look at things too closely, though. This might be the place I had to live so my mother could be taken care of, but it would never be my home. I would not allow it to be. The less I looked, the less I could like.

Of course, I couldn’t help but notice the enormous mountain that rose in the woods. So my nighttime guess about the view out the window had been correct. Aunt Pearl lived at the base of a mountain.

I went back inside and found Aunt Pearl preparing pancakes in the kitchen. “Your mother won’t be joining us for breakfast,” she said. “She needs more rest.”

“Yes, ma’am. Should I set the table?”

She pointed with her head toward a cabinet, and I opened the dingy wooden door to discover china plates of the most exquisite colors. They looked like pictures I’d seen in a book about China — delicate hues of green and gold, graceful willow trees depicted, scalloped edges like shells from the sea.

“Oh,” I cried, “they’re lovely.” I swallowed, willfully stopping myself from enjoying the plates and running my fingers around their edges, as I wanted to. I glanced around for sturdier, less valuable dishes. Aunt Pearl looked at me. I said, “In Baltimore, we used our good china only for holidays. We had another set for every day.”

Aunt Pearl sniffed. “Those are what we use every day.” She loaded a steaming stack of four beautifully golden, crisp-edged pancakes onto the plate I’d hurriedly put in front of my place. “Eat up while they’re warm.”

How could Aunt Pearl, who had no job that I knew of, afford plates like those? Maybe, I thought, she was a spy for the Germans. Like Mata Hari in the First World War. But, no, Mata Hari garnered information with her looks. I stole another glance at Aunt Pearl, with her wide hips and sturdy calves. No. Maybe Aunt Pearl sold illegal things. Nylons and tires, things made of materials that were supposed to go to the war effort. She could be a supplier — I’d read about them in the newspaper. They were bad people, and they only hurt our men fighting overseas.

I pushed my pancakes through the sea of syrup I’d poured, trying to see the graceful willow emerge from beneath the steaming cakes. I thought again of my home in Baltimore, of my books and trousers left unceremoniously, and I knew I’d ask no questions, keep no eye out about money or supplying goods. The less I knew, the less I could care. “What time does school start?” I asked. “I don’t want to be late on my first day.”

“No school yet. It’s only early September.”

I swallowed a bite, and it seemed to grow and swell, clogging my throat. I took a swallow of milk to force it down. “My school in Baltimore starts right after Labor Day.”

“Baltimore, Baltimore,” Aunt Pearl snapped. “Things aren’t done around here the way they are in Baltimore. You’d best get used to that, Ellen.”

I put my fork on the edge of the plate, the silver handle propped carefully, just out of reach of the waves of syrup.

Aunt Pearl rose and scraped her chair against the floor. She didn’t look at me, but her voice sounded a trifle sorry. “The schoolhouse is down the road a piece, in the village itself. I suppose you could visit it today, if you’ve a mind to. Teacher might be there, getting ready.”

In Baltimore, I loved school: the sturdy brick building with seventeen steps that led into the long front hall; the tidy classrooms, one for each grade, and each with the required picture of a severe-looking George Washington. His squinting eyes followed me wherever I moved in the room, and yet strangely, I felt watched over in a comforting way. Baltimore had smiling teachers who, it seemed, spent their lives at school so that graded papers could be returned the next day.

In the mountains, according to Aunt Pearl, I’d best prepare for a “different experience.” She warned me there was no separate school building. The classes met in the wooden church, reached by mounting two plank steps. Snowden had lost their preacher about twenty years before; the circuit never got around to replacing him.

I closed my eyes to imagine. The one classroom, then, might be messy with ancient hymnals that smelled like old women and dried, withered sermons the preacher left for the congregation after his preaching but no one ever read. It might have no pictures at all. Miss Spencer, the teacher, would be old and tired, and she wouldn’t even have paper for the students; they’d have to use slates. No imagining required there; Aunt Pearl had told me for sure about that.

She was right. Miss Spencer was stacking slates when I wandered in. She didn’t look up, just kept stacking. There was a hump in her back, not deforming, but large enough to notice, and she looked . . . gray. It wasn’t that she was wearing gray clothes or that her hair was gray or even that her skin had that pasty gray look some people have. No, she just exuded gray.

“How do you do?” I asked, trying to sound casual. I didn’t want to seem too desperate. “I’m Ellen Hollingsworth. I’m from Baltimore and —”

She cut me off, though not unkindly. “I know who you are. Around these parts, there aren’t many secrets. When Pearl left, after your telegram, talk swirled around here like a hurricane-force wind. You’ll find your business isn’t yours for long.” She shrugged with a “there you have it” attitude that immediately put me off.

“You’re staying with Pearl Simmons. She said as how you were a school type.”

I didn’t know what to say to that. I couldn’t imagine my aunt Pearl saying that to anyone, when she would have said it or to whom. But I was not about to ask this woman, who had immediately made me feel like fingernails were being dragged on a blackboard.

She continued talking at me, now moving the stacked slates to a space in a cabinet. “School won’t be starting up for another week or so. Harvesting’s almost finished, but there won’t be enough children to begin for at least another week. I just thought I’d tidy up a bit.”

“I’ll help, if you’d like.”

She nodded, then handed me a rag and a bucket of warm water. “The benches could use some cleaning.”

By lunchtime, I’d scrubbed my hands raw. Only half of the benches were cleaned.

“New to labor, I see,” Miss Spencer said. “No matter. Pearl will get you trained.” She took the scrubbing cloth. “Go on home now. You can come tomorrow morning if you’ve a mind to.”

I had a mind to. Why wouldn’t I? Anything was better than waiting for Mama to find her way out of her room, waiting to see the hollow look leave her eyes.

Over the following days, Miss Spencer and I fell into a routine. She gave me mindless chores to do, chores that required muscle and time; she worked on lesson plans and put her books to order. The storage area set aside for the school things had been raided by some raccoons over the summer, and Miss Spencer spent hours making sure pages eaten from one book could be found in another, so students could find the whole story if they shared.

In Baltimore, we’d each had our own books, kept in a clean and tidy supply closet where raccoons couldn’t go. I did not mention this to Miss Spencer.

I could have sat by the river, watching the packet boat come and go. Not as much labor. But the work made me tired, and that stopped me from thinking about my mother and father, Baltimore, and everything I was missing.

Besides, the alternative was to pretend to read or to walk up and down the small road by the river that held the store, the school, an empty house, and Aunt Pearl’s. I knew a small trail led up the mountain behind the empty house and that there were other trails behind the school and the store, but I’d been forbidden to follow them (nor did I wish to try; the mountain was beautiful but somehow made me uneasy). There was a small bridge across the James River, and over there, I could see quite a few houses and one very large one. That road led to the settlement of Big Island, where the paper plant was located, the place most folks had jobs.

I couldn’t see the paper mill, nor could I see Big Island; my aunt had said I would never go there, for she didn’t, and we wouldn’t have any reason to do so. It was good, for it provided jobs; it was nasty in that it smelled horrible. Additionally, she simply had no reason to go there. The small hamlet of Snowden provided all she needed. My world had been reduced to this large mountain and the little road and village at its base.

It seemed amazing to me that it took so long for school to actually begin. But finally, after all the scrubbing and checking of books and other mindless labor Miss Spencer put my time into, school did start, on September 22. Harvesting must have taken longer than originally thought. After only one hour, Miss Spencer moved me to the bench at the back of the class. (No desks like in Baltimore. The school was, like the church it had been, set up with benches.) Since I was new, she’d started me up front with the little children; she’d told me ahead of time that was one of her inviolate rules: new students started in the front row. But I’d shown I could hold my own even with students older than I was.

I sat, then, with a couple of fifteen-year-old girls, Polly and Sara Ann. Polly was tall (though not as tall as I was) and blond, with light freckles across the bridge of her nose and a chocolate-brown dress. Sara Ann (she said it “Say-ra” when she told me her name) was shorter than Polly, much shorter than I was, and round. She wasn’t fat, but what my aunt Pearl called “stout.” She had dark hair and dark eyes that were round as silver dollars. I thought her prettier than Polly. They were polite girls and quickly slid over for me to take a spot on the bench, but I knew we wouldn’t be friends. I would not be friends with anyone here.
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ONE MORNING IN MID-OCTOBER, when I’d been in Snowden a month and a half, I kicked my feet along the leafy path on the way to school. I’d been as good as my word: I still had no friends, and no plans to acquire any. Aunt Pearl had smirked when I’d asked about a library. Miss Spencer wouldn’t loan out her books and, of course, I’d not been allowed to fit any of mine into the tightly packed bags we brought from home. That smirk could mean anything, but I figured this time it meant there was no library in Snowden.

But there was Snowden Mountain, beside the river, bursting like a volcano of color. The burnished oranges, the fiery yellows, and my favorites, the rich russets, blazed across the mountain in splendor. It reminded me of the towering elm that grew outside my window back home. A knot started to fill my throat.

Suddenly, a sharp odor enveloped me. A skunk was shuffling through the underbrush, crossing directly in front of me. I looked back in the direction it had come from and saw a boy I recognized from school. Russell. He’d attended only a few days since classes began. He was taller than me — and I was very tall for a girl of twelve, about five feet eight inches. He had to be fifteen or so; he had the beginnings of scraggly whiskers.

When Russell did come to school, he sat in the front row, with the youngest students. Russell looked enormous beside the little ones, his long gangling legs spreading out on and on. He spoke to the small children gently, I noticed, and although Mama had taught me not to stare, I found myself stealing glances whenever I could. Maybe because I wasn’t used to the setup of a big guy with little ones. Maybe because his head stood out so when he was there.

He didn’t know his alphabet and couldn’t add numbers past ten or subtract at all. The worst thing about him, and probably the reason I risked staring, was the aroma that seemed to visibly rise from him. Russell smelled. Of skunk. Every time he came to school, Russell smelled strongly of skunk.

That morning, emerging from the leaves where the skunk had trundled out, Russell looked pitiful. His eyes streamed with tears, his face was puckered, and he was positively embalmed in the musky odor.

“That’s horrible,” I said.

He nodded, his fingers gripping a snare.

I held my breath as long as I could, then, against my will, inhaled the offending odor. The smell seemed to be growing around me, wrapping an arm around me, tightening its grip. I hadn’t been where the skunk was aiming. Could it really have covered me too?

I raised my sleeve to my nose. “Oh, I smell too!”

Russell laughed.

At once all my anger — at being laughed at, at being away from home and my books, at my mother, who appeared more lost to me behind the tightly closed door at Aunt Pearl’s than she had behind the tightly closed drapes in Baltimore — came pouring out at him. “I’m glad you missed that stupid skunk, even if it did leave us in a cloud of stink. Why in the world would you be hunting a skunk, anyway?”

His eyes narrowed and he didn’t look pitiful any longer. I took a step back and another and another, until suddenly I turned and fled to the house.

Aunt Pearl bustled to her pantry when I appeared, gathered an armload of supplies, and shooed me back outside. She shoved me to the outhouse and peeled my clothing off. I moved to shut the door to the outhouse extension, where in warm weather there were bathing possibilities — Aunt Pearl couldn’t expect me to bathe out here in October and certainly not with the door open!

“Don’t.” She slapped at my hands. “We’ll never survive if you shut off the air.”

“Someone might see me,” I whispered.

“You should have thought of that before you went poking around a skunk.” Aunt Pearl continued on, a waterfall of words telling me she’d known I was a city girl but she’d thought I could at least tell the difference between a skunk and a kitty. I closed my lips over my explanation, vowing silently that I’d never clarify things for her, if she honestly thought I was that stupid. Frankly, I didn’t understand how I could have so much of the odor on me when the skunk must have sprayed Russell; I suppose the spray doesn’t just hit directly or maybe because I was near Russell right after? Whatever the reason, I wasn’t about to ask Aunt Pearl for help with understanding. After dousing me first with vinegar, lye soap, and a tad of castor oil, which I’d always thought was only good for your insides, she poured tomato juice over me. Still, the redolent smell clung like a baby to its mother.

After I rinsed off, Aunt Pearl informed me that I was not excused from school. As she walked me to the church, she scolded me. “All that tomato juice I could have put to better use — tsk. But that’s what it takes to get the smell out for skunk. And we’ll be lucky if it’s gone and that’s a fact.” Walking and talking at the same time, she didn’t even breathe heavily at the rapid clip she hurried me through. I was puffing and panting, and I’d said not one thing.

She had a quick word with Miss Spencer as I hurried to my seat, my face burning. The snickers of my classmates spread over me like a blanket. “Russell’s girlfriend,” Polly taunted me quietly in my ear. She and Sara Ann sat as far from me as they could.

That night, I did my homework beside the fire while Aunt Pearl attended to her piecework. My aunt had taken to forcing my mother out of her room once a day, to sit with us. Mama huddled on the couch, unmoving, unspeaking. I didn’t like to ask anything of Aunt Pearl, but I wanted to know about Russell.

“There’s a boy,” I said.

Aunt Pearl nodded, not looking up, pushing the needle through until it gained purchase.

“He sits with the little children, learning easy stuff, but he’s bigger than me. He has whiskers too.”

Aunt Pearl nestled her work on her lap and looked up. Her pinched nose twitched as if she were a possum sniffing out berries. “What is your point, girl?”

“He smells awful. Like a skunk. And I ran into him today. He was chasing a skunk, with a snare in his hand. He’s the one who got me smelling like this.” I bit my lip. So much for that vow.

Aunt Pearl picked up her piecework, her gray hair shivering a bit as she shook her head slightly. “The smell will go away in time. You’re speaking of Russell Armentrout. He helps Old Man Mumfrey with trapping. It’s trapping keeps him behind at school. But it’s trapping keeps food on the table.” Aunt Pearl’s face was set. “His father is lazy as the day is long, and his mother is . . . poorly. Russell’s all there is at that house as far as work goes.”

I thought about work. Aunt Pearl certainly did her share around the house, cleaning and cooking and mending and caring for Mama. But how did she get money for living? She had a garden, but even she wasn’t industrious enough to grow all she needed. I pinched myself, remembering not to ask, not to care. I returned to the subject of Russell. “I think he’s disgusting.”

She stared at me, and her eyes were hard as the crushed stones in a macadam road. “You’re being uncharitable.”

I went to my room, still considering Russell. Trapping, Aunt Pearl said. Trapping skunks. What would you trap skunks for?

I was still thinking on that question when I entered school the next day. Miss Spencer looked up. “Well, Ellen, you smell much better today.”

“Not like Russell,” a voice called out.

The laughter of the others bounced around the room. “Yes, ma’am,” I answered Miss Spencer.

I wanted to ask Polly or Sara Ann about skunk trapping and whether Aunt Pearl was having fun with me at my expense, but I remembered how they’d scooted away the day before.

At recess, I eased my way over near Bobby Waid. Bobby was one of the smaller children. In Baltimore he would maybe have been a second-grader. I watched him bouncing a small rubber ball. After a time, he missed, and the ball rolled to my feet. I picked it up and greeted him. He smiled shyly.

“Sorry for them laughing this morning,” he said. He kept his head turned away a bit from me, but at least he didn’t pinch his nose. “It’s just, you get skunked and” — he shrugged — “it means you’re buddies with Russell. The skunk boy’s teasing bait. The big kids mock him. But it’s just a bit of fun.”

“I can’t stand him. He looks mean and shifty.”

“Oh, Russell ain’t a bad hat. He’s always helping us to get our slates cleaned good and he —”

I cut him off. “Well, it doesn’t seem he can help you with much. He’s never here, and he doesn’t know anything to boot. He’s dumb.”

He looked at me with his eyes narrowed. “Some things you don’t understand iffen you ain’t from around here.” Bobby took his ball from my hand.

I dropped the topic of Russell’s academic ability and put my hand on Bobby’s shoulder. “Why would he trap skunks, anyway? What in the world can anyone do with a skunk?”

“My daddy says some places pay five dollars for the pelt of a skunk, more if it’s all black without the stripe.”

I stared at Bobby, as second-graders in Baltimore would not know the word pelt. But this wasn’t Baltimore. Five dollars for the skin of a skunk. “Why?” I didn’t understand. “Why would anyone buy skunk skin?”

“Makes coats, hats, stuff.” He bounced his ball again on the hard, dusty ground.

I punched his arm a little, but friendly-like. “I’m not stupid. I see it can be made into something, like any animal hide. But who would ever wear a skunk-skin coat?”

He rubbed his arm. “Air it out enough, smell goes. My daddy says. We don’t do it. Skunk trapping is for poor people.”

I did my work the rest of the afternoon, but my mind couldn’t stop turning over. I felt as if I’d entered some strange world: the war that had captured my daddy wasn’t even mentioned here — it was as if it didn’t exist; people hunted and used skunk for clothing and Lord knew what else; Mama was gone from me, swallowed into herself.

Aunt Pearl began using me as her personal beast of burden, sending me with crocks of relish and baked beans, jars of put-up vegetables and fruits, and selected items of warm clothes and bedding to various needy neighbors. I’d noticed, as school commenced, that an area of cleaned-up, dusted shelves had begun to fill not with school materials but with these other items. So while the church no longer had a pastor, the building still served as a church in some ways. And since Aunt Pearl was in charge of the distribution of these goods, that made me her delivery girl.

“There is no reason to test the will of a mule when you’re available to do the work,” she explained. I noticed that we were never in need of the items being delivered. I shrugged inside, determined not to care.

On my third trip to the McKemy place, getting on to late October, with yet another load of canned lima beans, Russell and I met again.

He shouldn’t have been there. It wasn’t his house. Besides, Leann McKemy was even younger than Bobby Waid. Still, there he was. He didn’t see me at first. Little Leann was standing next to where Russell squatted in the dirt near the corner of the house. Russell’s blond hair fell into his eyes as he leaned to scratch a crooked form in the dust, and Leann shook her head. Something about it made me smile.

“No,” she said patiently, “that’s not the way you make capital R. You’re mixing it up with B.”

“Show me one more time,” he said. “Please?”

As he looked up to her, he must have seen me from the corner of his eye. He rose quickly, and his mouth set into a frown. “Whaddya want?”

I felt the hairs on the nape of my neck rise and my mouth droop out of my smile. “None of your business. This isn’t your house. And get away from me. You smell.”

“Least I ain’t got a crazy ma. You crazy too?”

My fingers curled tighter around a can of beans. “Take that back.”

Leann smiled. “You brought more beans. Baby loves ’em.”

I made myself look at her and away from the skunk boy. “Leann,” I said, “every time I come, you call that child Baby. She must have a name. What is it?”

“Ain’t got one yet, except for Baby. Mama says she don’t get a name until she’s getting ready for school.”

I stepped to the front porch under Russell’s stare, unloading the cans onto the rickety, teetering table. “That’s dumb.”

Leann shrugged. “Might die. I had three brothers older and two younger what have died before they made it to Miss Spencer. Not worth using a good name for one that won’t live.”

I almost dropped the can I was holding; I placed it very carefully on the table. Leann chattered on, but I didn’t hear another word she said.

Russell must’ve slipped off, because as I waited for Leann’s mother to come out, I didn’t see him anymore. I headed back to Aunt Pearl’s and went to sit in Mama’s room, the one thing I could do to feel I still had a life with her.

She was sitting up in her bed, gazing out the window. On the counterpane lay a letter from my father, a jigsaw of holes where the censors had chopped out this or that reference to a place that could not be named. It didn’t look as if it had been read; it just lay there, where Aunt Pearl had placed it.

Daddy’d written a few times since he found out we were here. I wrote him as soon as we’d arrived, filling my pages with desperate pleas for his return. His letters back were filled with fancy words. But he never really addressed the fact that we were no longer in Baltimore, never said he knew I was suffering, never even talked of his own pain (if he had any — wouldn’t you have pain, fighting? Or being away from family?). He just tried to sound cheerful and what Aunt Pearl termed “high-falutin’.”

I shoved the letter out of the way and began to comb my mother’s hair. Mama always liked that. When I was little, I’d go to her each night before bedtime. She would read me a story or tell me about when her Prince Charming came to take her away, although I never had asked her what he took her away from. I’d comb her beautiful golden hair and work it around and around into all sorts of strange yet alluring styles.

Mama sighed and leaned toward me a bit. Her light-blue eyes looked vacant and sunken, and I closed my own eyes so as not to look into hers. I couldn’t be like that, could I? All empty and withered and sad? I smelled the lilac water Aunt Pearl used to wash Mama’s hair, concentrated on smoothing the hair beneath the comb, and dreamed of the mama I’d known in Baltimore — wishing, as I’d never wished before, I could be back in the life I’d had, where babies were named when they were born, where mothers didn’t fade, where fathers didn’t run away, and where I could be the one who had her hair brushed and was told stories.
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I WON’T GO THERE,” I said. “Anyplace else, but not there.”

“You’ll go where the Lord sends you,” Aunt Pearl answered. She inhaled through her tight nostrils and, defeated, I gathered the corn and green beans and headed for the Armentrout home place. It was only the day after I’d had that run-in with Russell; what if he was there when I arrived?

“Does the Lord speak only through her? How does she know the will of God? Even Reverend Graham back home said he’d never heard the Lord’s voice directly.” My words echoed off the baring trees and ricocheted back to me. A cold wind had ended October, and November wrapped around us like a threadbare blanket.

I found the winding path that led to Russell’s home right where Aunt Pearl had said it would be; I was amazed that it was one of the many trails that led up the mountain behind the school. Snowden Mountain rose behind the village, but it also rose beside it; there was a bottom to it where the village had formed, a natural landing for the riverboats.

There was an empty house. It wasn’t decrepit yet, despite the weeds and the forlorn look that hung about it. I figured a man like my father had lived there, a man who signed up to do his duty and had no one left to take care of the house. It was waiting for his return, but it was not waiting well. Next to it was the store, right beside the edge of the rising mountain, then the school and former church. Before all of this ran the James River, and a road, if it could be called such, that took desperate individuals to Lynchburg.

Not much of a village: a store, a school/church, and two houses. But across the river lay only a cluster of houses, with one big one, set off a bit, and a road. So, I suppose the store and the school were what made the village what it was. And the spiderweb of trails that climbed the mountain behind it. There was the promise of so much up the mountain behind the village. I suppose that was counted as part of the village too. I wanted nothing to do with any of it — I knew that.

Still, I snaked up and up, the passage meandering under sturdy oaks and maples, past dormant mountain laurel and scraggly brown dogwoods. I was dawdling, but I noted that no path here would go straight up; that would be foolhardy. Going at a mountain in a circuitous way saved energy. Too bad my aunt Pearl had never learned that in her way of dealing with people. “Don’t have time for such nonsense,” she’d said to me when I complained that no one took the time to talk about the lovely fall weather, to enjoy a nice dress. The only “bow” to not meeting life head-on was this, trails that refused to head straight up, and that was simple common sense.

I thought back to my third-grade leaf-and-tree study, which enabled me to easily identify the trees I passed. But the memory of my class in Baltimore, the way Mama’d helped me iron pretty leaves under the slick, smooth waxed paper, brought anger to my throat. I pushed the anger, and the memory, down and away. What good did it do to remember Baltimore and days when I’d had teachers who took time for activities such as that; Baltimore, where I had a mother bright and shining, fun parties and colorful dresses, and me, so different from the me I was now? It was all as lost to me as the father who had chosen to walk off to a war so far away I couldn’t even imagine it. A war, I felt bitterly, he had chosen over staying with Mama and me.

A thin trail of smoke rose into my view, and I doggedly marched toward it and away from the memories of Baltimore.

Before me stood a ramshackle cabin with a porch clinging to it. The chimney leaned at a precarious angle away from the logs. Russell and an old woman stood with a spray of chickens at their feet.

Russell tossed a handful of feed. “What do you want?” he snapped, towering over the woman and the scrambling chickens.

I tried to make my voice hard, like flint, the way his sounded. “Bringing goods. From the church.”

“We don’t need charity.”

The old woman put her hand on his arm. “Russell.” She only spoke his name, but it was clear she was correcting him.

I smirked at him, and he rolled his eyes behind her back. Her ancient limbs moved her slowly, but she climbed the two decrepit steps and collapsed into a porch rocker. “Well, girl, bring the things here so I can have a look.”

Russell protested, his voice rising an octave in midsentence: “Ma, we ain’t needing no charity.”

I felt my mouth drop open. His ma? I looked closer. There were wrinkles, but even more there was a patina of weariness on her skin. I could see, on closer inspection, that while Russell’s mother had hands clawed like a vulture to add to that impression of being old, she didn’t have the sagging bosom or white hair of the elderly women I’d known. No, she wasn’t old, just . . . beaten down.

I set the cans in a pile beside her. She didn’t look at them, just reached out and grabbed my arm in a grip of iron. “You got a familiar look about you. Your name, girl?”

“Ellen. Ellen Hollingsworth.” I tried to pull away without being obvious, but my wrist was locked between her thumb and forefinger.

“Don’t know any Hollingsworths. Your people from around here?”

“My aunt Pearl Simmons lives down in Snowden village and . . .”

Mrs. Armentrout peered closer into my face. “Your mama one of them Simmons girls? Martha?”

I nodded.

She laughed then, a brittle laugh that fell flat at her feet, and she released me. “Martha was my best friend when we’s growing up. You don’t look much like her, with that dark hair so curly and them deep-set eyes of your’n. Still, there’s something about you. Maybe what Martha used to call her ‘carriage.’ She always had airs like that, but she was kind to me.”

“What the hell is all that jawing out there?” A ragged voice rose out of the house. An equally ragged man emerged to match it. Mrs. Armentrout shrank into herself, and the wrinkles melded into one large look of fear.

The man’s words sliced the air. “Ain’t you supposed to be working out here?” He looked at Russell. “Boy?” His voice was hard.

Russell stepped forward. “Mama was just visiting with a friend, Pa.” He pointed to me, as if to prove he wasn’t lying. “I’ll take her on down the mountain.”

The man lashed out, his hand threatening to strike Russell square across the jaw. He was wiry and small, but I knew he must have some power, because Russell reeled to escape even the hint of a strike. I gasped and moved toward Russell, who stepped away from me, his eyes averted.

The man took a step closer to me. “Don’t like folks nosing around here. I’m Rooster Armentrout.” A smell of mint wafted from him and, as he spoke, incredibly white teeth flashed.

I swallowed. When I spoke, my voice sounded as if it came from the hollow behind the school. “I’m Ellen Hollingsworth. I just, I mean, I brought . . .” My voice ran dry as he stared at me. My skin felt the way it had the day I’d touched the bathhouse light switch at the lake we visited summers in Baltimore — electrified and not in any good way at all.

Russell touched my arm, and I gazed for a moment at his hand, checking to see if he’d been seared by my skin. He said, “She was just going. I’ll walk her down the mountain.”

His father glared at him. “You do that. And see if any traps need tending while you’re down there. Old Mumfrey won’t pay if you ain’t got goods.”

Mr. Armentrout turned on his wife then. “What are you doing, sitting when there’s work what needs doing?” I fled and my feet found the trail. Words bounced behind me, but I refused to catch them. Words of anger, of fear, words that whipped and bit and hurt. I stumbled on, my legs shaking.

Russell tramped behind me, quiet.

I needed to sit down. I dropped heavily on a fallen log near the path, and Russell loomed over me. I put my face into shaking hands and tried to gain control.

Russell’s voice winnowed between my fingertips. “You all right?”

I nodded. Russell stood with his back to me, staring below at the faraway community of Snowden nestled beside the James River. “I hate this place,” I said.

Russell seemed not to have heard me. He turned and looked at me, his large eyes sad. “You won’t tell, will you?”

“I don’t know what you mean,” I said. I stared away from him. Tell how cruel his father was, how awful his home was, or all of it put together? And probably everyone around here already knew; it was the kind of little village where you sneezed and everyone knew.

“You won’t tell.” His voice was fierce now, and he wasn’t asking.

I understood. If anyone saw my life the way it was, my mother a shell of a person and my father writing stupid letters full of justifications I didn’t want to read when what I needed was advice on how to get her better so we could leave this godforsaken place with people who trapped skunks and had to live with monsters for fathers, would I want them to talk about it?

Russell and I were cut from the same cloth, it seemed to me; mine was fabric that just smelled better.

I answered him. “No. I won’t tell a living soul.”

I sat beside my mother on the couch that night. My hands were supposed to be mending a sock, but it had all become a tangled mess. Aunt Pearl was across from us, darning, efficient as ever.

My words were tentative. “Do you know Russell’s mother, Aunt Pearl?”

“Yes.”

“How old would you say she was?”

Aunt Pearl looked up from her darning. “That’s a rather personal question.”

“It’s just that, well, I met her today. She looked tired and all . . .” My voice trailed off. I could hear what my words sounded like. They were nosy, intrusive, silly. “I just wondered — that’s all.”

She smiled a bit. Though Aunt Pearl snapped at me a lot, she sometimes seemed to be a trifle sorry afterward. When she was sorry, she talked more. I smiled encouragingly, and she answered.

“His mother’s thirty-eight, same as your mother. She and Martha were good friends.”

“Have you seen her lately?”

Aunt Pearl cocked her head and gave the matter thought. “Not for a while, I suppose. In fact, I’ve seen no one there when I’ve taken items to the Armentrout home. Still, she married that Rooster Armentrout back twenty years ago, and he’s pretty much kept her up there on that mountain. All those Armentrouts stay away from folks. And Rooster, he’s a jealous sort anyway. Then, too, she was never any particular friend of mine.” She shook her head. “She was a pretty thing as I recollect. Ask your mama.”

Mama’s head was turned to look out into the dark that was Snowden Mountain. “Mama, do you remember Mrs. Armentrout?” Her head didn’t turn at all.

I swallowed my promise to Russell and spoke. “Mr. Armentrout yelled at her something fierce today. She looked old and scared and —”

Aunt Pearl interrupted me. “Did he hurt you? I’d not have sent you if I thought he’d be there.” Her voice was cold and hard.

“No, ma’am, but . . .”

“Then that is none of your business, Ellen. You mind your manners.”

I dropped the sock onto the floor and shakily placed the needle onto the mantle as I rose.

A few words carried to me as I mounted the steps for bed. The sound of the tiny voice stopped me, surprised me, wound tighter my already-knotted stomach. It was Mama speaking. “She was beautiful then. And her name was Hannah Tucker.”
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RUSSELL WAS AT SCHOOL the next day. He didn’t pay attention to his lesson, and Miss Spencer had to crack his knuckles with her ruler three times to get him to mind.

He kept turning to look at me. His hard brown eyes made me squirm in my seat.

At recess, he hustled over to where I sat alone in a spot of late-fall sun and stared at me. “Well?” he asked.

I tried to inhale as little as possible. Although it had been a couple of weeks since I’d been skunked with Russell, it hadn’t been that long since he’d last been skunked. “Well, what?”

“Keeping your mouth shut?”

“I’m trying,” I said.

Russell stepped closer, and his eyes narrowed. I steeled myself for the expected threat.

“I’d be obliged if you’d try hard.” His voice broke. It didn’t sound like anger or his voice cracking. It just sounded like sad.

I nodded.

After dinner that evening, Aunt Pearl pulled her plain, large coat about her and went to prayer meeting, a group, I had learned, that rotated among various houses (there were only so many) and included sometimes feisty discussions of Bible stories selected by the host or hostess. I washed the dishes. I always washed the dishes, a task I’d found odious in Baltimore. In Snowden village, though, I really didn’t mind. Aunt Pearl’s beautiful plates felt delicate yet also sturdy, and I loved to swirl the heated-on-the-stove water around and around the willows captured on the dishes. I scrubbed carefully, delicately, along each scalloped edge, to make the plates pure and clean again.

As I washed, I tried to picture the dishes I felt would match characters from my favorite books. For Jane Eyre, something simple but valuable. White bone china perhaps, with small elegant flowers etched around the edges. Sherlock Holmes would have used Mrs. Hudson’s dishes — and paid no attention at all to the dainty blue-and-white floral china left from her pre-widowed days when she didn’t have to let out rooms to men who carelessly dropped tobacco on her rugs. Unless, of course, there was a mystery connected to that service, in which case he would pay more attention than she might care for.

I could conjure a mystery to go with these plates in my hands; perhaps, in earlier times, Aunt Pearl had been a grand lady in Richmond, the toast of the South, a woman who gave extravagant parties and extravagant presents, to match her extravagant personality. A woman of passion and emotion-filled moments, who had a secret source of money, who was sought after by . . .

My mystery ran dry as I carried the water out to the yard to pitch it. What man could ever be attracted to the woman who was my aunt, gruff and without a speck of romance in her? I heaved the shallow washing pan, and the dirty water arced to land at the edge of the forest that threatened to take over every part of Snowden.

I smelled skunk. It was Russell. He was perched at the shadows that lay at the edge of the trees.

I dropped the pan and accused him: “You’re spying on me.”

He looked down. “Sorry.”

“What do you want?” I stooped and picked up the pan.

“I . . . I need help.”

I stared at him, the washtub now hanging limply by my side.

“It’s my ma.”

I turned. “Aunt Pearl isn’t here.”

He put his hand out, as if in question. “No. I mean, I thought just you. You could help.”

I looked at him closely then, because he spoke so softly. Russell spoke like that to the small children, but never to me. Except, I realized, for earlier that day, when he’d said he’d be obliged. And there, standing in the dark of an early-November night, sounding as he did when he talked to Bobby Waid and the younger students. Russell’s voice had no edges, no corners.

“Is she sick? I don’t know much about sick people,” I said.

“You can help. Maybe. She’s bleeding around . . .” His voice trailed off as his hands flitted across his chest. He muttered, “And you . . . already know about things.”

In my mind, I heard again the voice of his father, railing at Russell’s ma. I saw the crack of a hand and Russell falling away from it. Yes, I knew about things. “Will he be there?”

Russell shook his head. “He’s gone. Mebbe for days. He . . . does this sometimes.” He turned, heading for his mountain. “Come.”

I went.

I should have left a note for Aunt Pearl. I should have thought of Mama, at least checked on her. Still, I didn’t think of anything but the voice that was reaching out to me. I couldn’t see a thing at first, yet it didn’t matter. I trudged behind Russell, a vague presence before me. He walked quickly, and I had to hurry to keep up. My head rocked up and down, trying to see roots and loose stones beneath my feet and still look after him to hold his direction so I wouldn’t lose my way.

“It’s easier to see than I thought it would be,” I said, huffing a bit. “Things lighten up as we go.”

“The moon,” Russell explained. “It’s full tonight.”

I glanced up at the night sky and, as should have been obvious to me, the full moon all but blazed. Funny, I’d noticed the moon many nights since Mama and I came to the mountains, but it never lit much of anything that I could see. Out here, in the darkness, the glow made a difference.

When we reached the cabin, I slowed. How could I be sure Mr. Armentrout hadn’t returned? I hesitated on the front porch until I heard a pitiful moan from inside. I found Russell’s mother in her bed, just gaining consciousness; Russell must have moved her there before he came to get me.

“She’s bleeding from her mouth,” he said. “But it ain’t like when he knocked out her tooth, like a heavy flow. Blood’s running real thin and stringy-like. And bleeding from . . . Well, a woman should tend her.”

Mrs. Armentrout moaned again, and I shook her shoulders gently. “Ma’am, can you tell me what hurts?” She didn’t respond. I turned to Russell. “I can’t see much. Can you make some light?”

My fingers trembled as he took a step in the dark. He lit the lamp without a word, and I could see why he might have wished to stay in the dark. There had obviously been a row — the table broken to bits, a chair smashed against the wall, flour spread in a trail across the floor, and a whiskey bottle in the middle of it. In the lamplight, I saw that Mrs. Armentrout had, beneath the blood, bruises on her face and neck and a livid black eye. Blood edged where there was slashed material across her breasts. Like a knife had sliced there. I swallowed hard and pushed the images I imagined back into the furthest reaches of my mind.

I glanced at Russell in the light, and realization sank in. He’d not been spared either. His nose was bleeding and he had a gash over his right eye. I straightened up.

He shook his head. “I’m all right. It’s her what needs tending.”

He got me a rag and some water, and I started to clean her some. Russell modestly turned his back. The blood around her face turned out to be mostly from her nose, though her lips appeared to be cut some too. This all didn’t seem to be a much better situation than what he’d thought, but Russell heaved a relieved sigh when I told him. And the blood that laced the edge of her sliced dress — well, there wasn’t a deep wound there. It seemed Mr. Armentrout had either been just trying to scare them with a waving knife or too drunk to do much real damage, thank goodness. Russell found some bandages and antiseptic I could use. For the wounds she had, and they weren’t anything to sneeze at — I really still felt everything should be looked at by a doctor, frankly — I was still surprised at the sheer amount of blood all over the place. Did that mean Mr. Armentrout was hurt too? I was surprised that the thought of his blood didn’t make me feel sympathetic at all. I didn’t mention these ideas to Russell, but I did point out that she wasn’t hurt as badly as he’d thought.

As I spoke, I realized that I was handling this situation very matter-of-factly, as if I were used to blood and violence, as if I knew at my age that she wasn’t injured badly, when in fact I had no sure knowledge. Was it dealing with Mama in Baltimore that had made me push my helper self to the front as needed? I didn’t get to think of an answer, as Russell’s voice broke through my pondering.

“Guess this’ll teach me to go off half-cocked,” he said. “Sorry to trouble you.”

“I still think she should be seen by a doctor; I’m not saying these are small things, just not as bad as you feared. I’ll sit with her,” I offered. “If you’re sure he’s not coming back.”

“He’s likkered up,” Russell said. “Won’t be back for days.” He didn’t move toward the door, though.

“The doctor.”

Russell shook his head. “I’ll walk you home.”

“Not yet.” As I said it, I braced, sure I would again hear the edges in his voice. But he merely nodded and joined me in tending to his mother. She wouldn’t look at me, kept her eyes closed, but she smiled when my fingers trailed through her hair as I pulled out bits of crockery. I grabbed a comb, the one bit of “frippery,” from the dresser that stood against the wall. As I smoothed her hair, Russell finished washing her face. His features got a set look to them, and I heard him murmur, “This ain’t going to happen again. I won’t let it happen again.” I ignored his talk — why would this time be different? I plaited her gray-streaked hair, and then he and I left her to sleep.

It was when we stepped out into the night air that I realized I’d been unconsciously blocking the smell of his cabin. Not just the blood, but the smell of violence, the odor of decay. And the faint scent of mint. I shuddered and quickly fell into step behind Russell.

We were halfway back to Aunt Pearl’s when he sniffed and touched my arm. “Be still.”

For more than four minutes, by my estimation — four minutes when I feared Rooster Armentrout would pounce on us, attacking me for daring to come back to his world — we stood. And then a family of deer crossed the path in front of us. The male and female were almost interchangeable to me at first, but then the male’s size loomed clearer in the moonlight. Twin fawns were high-stepping along behind. A slight smell, of fur and dirt and something I couldn’t touch with my mind, filtered through the night to fill my nostrils. There was not one sound.

“How did you know they were there?” I asked.

Russell shrugged. “Just knew.”

It was only after I’d gotten in bed, after I’d said my prayers for my daddy’s quick return from the army and my mama’s quick return from her fears, after I hastily added Russell and his mother in my requests to God, only then that I thought about the night. Russell had come to me for help. Surely any of the mountain people would’ve been a better choice. Surely, they knew about his family.

I remembered. He said, “You already know.” So maybe he meant the others didn’t. I turned over, restless in my sheets. Maybe, though, it didn’t matter whether people knew or not. Maybe it was something different from that.

Out of all the people here, folks he’d grown up with, people he knew from all of his life, he’d come to me. And I realized I wasn’t the only outsider in these mountains.
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IT WAS LATE for making apple butter, I guess, but it was already November 7 when Aunt Pearl got to it. I’d never participated in the ritual, though Mama told me about it once, one of the few stories I could remember her sharing of her past, a story of romantic days lazily stirring a large copper pot, set just so over a warming fire on a crisp fall day.

It was not as Mama had described it. The stirring was anything but lazy, my arms feeling as if they’d break off at the shoulder, my turns away from the stirring filled with gathering more wood, hauling sugar, working, working always. The fire raged beneath the enormous cauldron, and the air was filled with popping and hissing and crackling. My skirt was singed and blackened in a matter of moments and my face masked by the rising ashes. The air lay heavy and acrid beside the pot, too warm and too close. But not a step away, a chill sliced the air; in short, there was no comfort in the apple buttering.

Mama sat, a shawl and blanket draped around her. Aunt Pearl had hauled her out when the proceedings began. Mama didn’t smile or look about in wonder at the ritual I thought she’d enjoyed those years before. Her nose ran a bit, and every once in a while, she reached up with her linen handkerchief and wiped daintily. She would never have let her nose run one bit back home.

Aunt Pearl and I were reduced to wiping our noses on our sleeves — we didn’t have time to pull out our handkerchiefs, and they would’ve been filthy in no time if we had. Perhaps making apple butter is simply not meant to be done by two women alone. It certainly seemed that way to me.

“Best keep that fire high,” Aunt Pearl directed. “May take more wood.”

I turned to drag another scramble of sticks over. A crunch at the edge of the woods, the woods nearest the village proper, announced a visitor. A woman stood, her dainty feet placed together carefully. She was dressed as if she were going to a dance, her frilly dress showing to advantage a generous bosom, her tiny feet encased in patent-leather pumps. Silky nylons, sheerer than anything Mama’d worn since before Hitler invaded Europe, highlighted shapely calves and delicate ankles. She wore deep-red lipstick on pouty lips and blush on her cheeks. I was sure she would smell like springtime; I hoped she wouldn’t come close enough to smell how much I reeked of the fire and the apple butter. Not as bad as skunk, but not like springtime.

I thought she was beautiful.

“Where’s those logs?” Aunt Pearl snapped. She grabbed some of the sticks from where they lay at my feet, then stopped when she followed my gaze.

“Moselle.” She nodded a greeting to the stranger.

The stranger’s words gushed out, in a deep drawl, sugary and sweet. “I declare, I couldn’t believe my ears when Rucker told me your sister was home from the big city. And look-a here!” She eased toward me. She had carefully plucked eyebrows, manicured nails, and curled hair. She looked so chic, so cosmopolitan. I felt enraptured. I also felt embarrassed; she, whoever she was, looking as if she were straight from the cover of a magazine, while I was sweaty and red-faced and wearing one of the dowdy sack-like dresses Aunt Pearl deemed appropriate for work days in Snowden.

There I was, a mess, a downright mess, and she was looking at me and smiling.

“I’m Ellen Hollingsworth,” I said. I couldn’t help it; a word came to me that I had never thought before: Damn.

“Charmed, I am sure,” she replied. She came closer, put out her hand, and grazed my own. “I’m Moselle Toms, and I knew your mama when she was your size. We’re just about the same age.”

Aunt Pearl’s mutter snaked from beside the cauldron of apple butter. “Are not. You’re closer to my age.”

“Martha?” Moselle Toms baby-stepped closer to Mama, her eyes squinting for recognition. There was none.

“My mama’s —”

“A trifle under the weather,” Aunt Pearl finished for me as she planted her large hips as a barrier between Moselle Toms and Mama. “Can we do something for you, Moselle?” she asked.

The stranger laughed, a light sound that trilled like a bird. “No, no. Don’t let me keep you from your work. I was just out and about and thought I’d stop by.

“I’ll come back to see you, Ellen Hollingsworth,” she said. “Maybe Rucker and I will invite you over for dinner one night soon, and we can have a real visit.” She sauntered off down the trail, wiggling her fingers back at me.

Aunt Pearl slung a log under the kettle.

“She’s beautiful.” I got no answer. “I didn’t know Mama had any friends still around here. She never talked about here.”

“Moselle Toms is no friend of anyone. Best keep that in mind, child.”

Daddy’s next letter arrived that afternoon while we were still sweating over the apple buttering. Mr. Pritchard delivered it around four. Most days he didn’t stop at Aunt Pearl’s at all. She didn’t get mail from anyone, apparently. But every time there was a letter from Daddy, Mr. Pritchard came as soon as he could.

Mr. Pritchard put those men on the packet boat to shame; he took his mailman role seriously. He wore a gray uniform with a badge that said U. S. POST OFFICE. He had everything that could shine polished and all manner of creases that might’ve even rivaled Daddy’s uniform. He got a fair number of prickers stuck on that uniform (I guess the paths were narrow on his delivery route in some places) and a lot of dust and mud on his feet, so he wasn’t too spiffy-looking from the knees down, but from the knees up, he was as dapper as they come.

I suppose men who wear uniforms take pride in them; before he left, my father had pressed his uniform, though it was “only a private’s,” he’d pointed out, as if to keep himself from getting too proud. Still, he’d put a crease in the khaki pants so sharp, it seemed you could slice meat with it; the long-sleeved shirt matched too, and he often talked about how it would look when he wore it in parades after he returned from the war.

He never talked about how it would look when he was fighting in the war. And now, he never wrote about it in his letters.

“Here you go, Ellen,” Mr. Pritchard called. I ran to the road, leaving the apple butter behind. I snatched the letter from his hand and turned as I ripped open the envelope.

“Oh, I’m sorry. Thank you, Mr. Pritchard.”

He tipped his hat, held the brim in his hand as he wiped his brow. The slight scent of a nutmeggish aftershave tussled for space with the aroma of cooking apple butter. I sniffed. Sadly, the apple butter won. “You and your aunt making some apple butter, eh?”

I nodded.

“Pearl’s known around these parts for the finest apple butter ever spread on a drop biscuit.”

“I’m not going to take one bite. It stinks to high heaven.”

He put his hat back on his head. “Funny. I’ve always thought it smelled like . . . I don’t know, like home. And tastes like all the colors of fall, trapped in a jar.”

I looked at him closely, surprised to hear such poetic descriptions from a mailman. But he was very serious. “Well, you can have my share,” I offered.

“Might take you up on that.” He laughed. “Might just.”

I marched off, mentally daring Aunt Pearl to try to stop me from reading my letter that very moment, to force me back to the hateful heat and labor near the fire. She said nothing.

I deliberately headed into the woods at the back of the house, the woods that climbed the slope of the mountain. And I climbed a ways, just to make sure I had privacy. I didn’t look at how far I went or quite where I went; I just climbed away from Aunt Pearl and that stupid apple buttering.

I looked at the envelope. It might’ve been from Baltimore for all it looked like every other envelope of the world. And yet it was special, because it had my daddy’s big, loopy cursive scrawled across it.

I might be angry with my daddy for leaving Mama and me, but I’d no intention of letting Aunt Pearl know it.

I found a gnarled old oak to lean against and slid my back down until I was sitting at the base so I could read the letter there. The tree spread out a canopy of fingers above me, each of the branches clasping a clump of brown shriveling leaves. It was cold on the floor of the forest, but I didn’t care, I was so excited by what the letter might hold.

I scanned it, looking for words like coming home or Baltimore or save you. But they weren’t there. I sighed and watched the letter flutter to my lap. My eyes traveled up to the tree-lined sky-ceiling. The clear, crisp blues of November slatted through the mostly barren branches in a dazzling puzzle pattern. It reminded me of the dot-to-dots I used to fill out — always looking like a jumbled mass only to miraculously metamorphose into a clear outline. I was too sad, however, to connect the dots to see what outline lay above me.

I picked up the letter and sniffed it. It smelled like Mr. Pritchard, a mix of nutmeg and sweat. I didn’t smell Daddy. I sighed and then I read.


Dear Ellie,

I miss you so. The routine of barracks life goes on. My idea of war, gleaned from books, sounded brave and fearless and full of daring. How stupid of me. So far it’s mostly tedium and boredom interspersed with periods of grueling hard work. The plan for us seems uncertain.

Things are very different from what I thought all of this would be like. I am sorry to put this on you, daughter . . . but you and I both are having to learn some hard truths. It is time for us both to . . . well . . . to grow up.

I know this is unfair for me to say to you when I am the one who ran off. I would come back and face this with you if I could, my Ellen. I cannot. But you are lucky. I know you don’t think so, but you are.

Your last letter hurt me, Ellie. I don’t mean to ignore your feelings. I know you’re sad and worried. But you’ll be fine with your aunt Pearl. There’s a lot to admire in her if you’ll only stir yourself to find it. I didn’t stir myself soon enough; I stir myself now and see it in your letters. As for your mother, she’s a wonderful woman who is stronger than she thinks. At least I hope so. You, with Pearl, must lead her to that kind of thinking. I must help her too, when I return.

It isn’t that I don’t care about you both or don’t worry about you. I worry about you every minute, somewhere in my mind. But I also know that the world’s been cracked open, with little girls no older than you left orphans, taking care of themselves in ways I hope you can’t ever imagine. I must stick with the path I’m on and try to stop all of the anger and hate of the adult world from taking away the world of children.

You are capable and you are safe. If you’re unhappy, well, you must learn, darling, to find your happiness in yourself.

Love, Daddy



I wanted to ball up the letter and throw it away. I knew I would regret that, though. I simply let it drop in my lap, thinking of all I wanted to read that was left unsaid, and all that I didn’t want to read that was in the letter.

How could he? He was my answer, my savior, my salvation out of this place. Oh, sure, he wrote pretty — pretty as those sonnets he read to us from Shakespeare on snowy Sunday afternoons — but where did his pretty words leave me? He said Mama was stronger than she thought, but she wasn’t trying to fall apart — she just was. He spoke of children orphaned, but who was more orphaned than I was — my father off with the army, my mother adrift in a shadow land more unreachable than Daddy?

We’d been here just two months, but it felt like two years. How could it be such a little bit of time but feel so long? And how could he know so little of Mama and what she was like? I might resent Aunt Pearl for much, but at least she knew what Mama needed. Which was not to be left, alone, with me to care for her.

A sound skittered into my brain, a scrabbling nearby. I sat very still, my tears stopped from falling by a sudden fear. I listened closely. I closed my eyes and bargained with God. Please don’t let whatever it is eat me and I promise I’ll be nicer to Aunt Pearl. A smell drifted along, a smell wafting the way odors did in the cartoons I’d seen at movie theaters, an odor hanging at one level, pulsing a bit in the air.

I eased open my eyes and turned my head quickly. I saw a rabbit-size skunk thrashing in a snare farther up the mountain, between two sycamore trees. I almost laughed in relief, me scared of a skunk, and a trapped one at that, but then I heard leaves crunching, and I pulled back into myself and watched.

It was Russell. He walked swiftly and glanced over his shoulder twice before he knelt beside the skunk. It thumped madly at the ground with its back feet and raised its tail.

“I know you’re scared,” he muttered. “Don’t make it worse.”

His large hands grabbed the animal in one swoop, and he caught the tail and pointed it down with one hand and arched the neck with the other so the mouth couldn’t snap at him. I’d never seen hands splay to such a degree — they looked enormous. Then, when the animal shivered and held fairly still in his hands, his fingers moved to the snare’s loop, and he quickly released the leg held in the knot.

The skunk trundled off into the underbrush, away from Russell, now left coated in a smell so strong I thought I could see it, as if it were a blue haze surrounding him. He watched the disappearing skunk, and I thought I heard him whisper, “Run.”

More leaves crackled as Russell rose to his feet. His father appeared, looked at the empty snare, and backhanded his son. “Idiot.”

Russell seemed to flinch from the burning word more than he did from the smack. “I’m sorry, Pa, it got away from me. Was too fast.”

“Stupid idiot.” Mr. Armentrout flailed his gun at Russell, who dodged it smoothly. “Sorry son of a —” He interrupted himself, “Get out there and find something else we can skin. You lost him — you find one what can take its place.” Mr. Armentrout stalked up the mountain.

Russell stood for a moment, staring after his father. His name rose in my throat, but then it was swallowed back into place. I didn’t speak. Not until Russell stalked off himself.

Then I reached out and closed my fingers around the letter from my daddy. I clasped it and slowly, carefully, I smoothed it out, folded it neatly, and put it in my pocket.
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THE NEXT MONDAY, the youngest children had already surrounded Miss Spencer with their slate work before Russell arrived. “You’re late,” she announced as he slid into place with his reading group. Bobby leaned over and shared his slate with Russell.

Miss Spencer rose from the tiny chair she’d perched on and towered over Russell and Bobby. She swallowed every few words, since Russell smelled strongly of skunk again. “We’re spelling words we must learn. You take the next one, Russell. Bobby already has it written here. C-A-T. What does that spell?”

His large hands wiped his cheek and his face puzzled up. “I know that’s a C, and I know that next one there is A. But I don’t remember the sounds . . . I forgot. And I ain’t seen that other letter yet.”

Miss Spencer sighed and looked up at the ceiling. “You are just not here enough, Russell.”

He shook his head. “No, ma’am.” His voice was as quiet as hers.

She went on with the lesson.

A few minutes later, we switched, the lower reading group returning to the pews to do their seat work. Sara Ann, Polly, and I read the assigned chapter from the history book quietly. I read carefully — Miss Spencer asked comprehension questions at the end of every chapter, and I didn’t want her to say anything to me in that defeated voice.

Her words washed over me, although she was talking to the other group. “Now, I’m going to give each of you a piece of paper, and I want you to write a thank-you note. You should be very careful with it and think of words you know to write on this paper. If you need help, raise your hand and I will tell you how to spell what you want. Mr. Lockburn over at the paper mill in Big Island saved us this one ream, and we must tell him how much it means to us.” I looked up from the page long enough to see her handing out the paper, frugally halved so none would be wasted.

After she’d given out the last of the carefully allotted paper to the smaller children and Russell, she turned to my group. Obviously, we were going to write our notes later — we were continuing with our lesson, the one we’d had for homework.

“What is the reason indentured servants came to this country?” Miss Spencer looked over our faces, and I could see her readying to call on Polly. Polly, poor thing, just didn’t know what was happening in the lesson. Or any lesson. She was what my teachers back in Baltimore referred to as a “word caller.” When she read, she pronounced everything like a talking dictionary, but the words bounced out of her mouth and out the window as far as I could tell — not one stayed in her mind to make any sense. I shot my hand into the air and, as I answered, Polly’s shoulders relaxed.

After another question, Miss Spencer assigned us the next few pages, then rose to check on the younger students (and Russell) with the thank-you notes. I leaned over to Polly. “Just try to say the words out loud in your head when you’re reading. Or let your lips move. Maybe that’ll help.”

She whispered back. “I try to say them in my head and I think I’m remembering everything, but then I come to the end of the paragraph and I know I can’t pull up one thing.”

A shriek interrupted Polly.

“What in the world?” Miss Spencer’s hand dropped onto the paper in front of Russell, and she snatched it with dismay. “What are you doing? Wasting paper with drawings? How . . . how could you? You can’t even come on a regular basis, or learn your alphabet or your numbers, but you can waste precious paper like . . . like this.” Her voice shook with her disappointment, and she waved the paper over her head.

Paper had become more and more precious as the war went on; here, in Snowden, I wrote my letters to Daddy in pencil in hopes he would erase the words and use the paper again. Aunt Pearl had told me to do that, but so far he had not followed my request. Even so, with paper scarce and precious, Miss Spencer’s reaction to Russell’s drawing on the notepaper seemed a bit extreme.

There was so much in this place I just did not understand.

“Go to the front of the room,” Miss Spencer ordered Russell. Her hands, clenched at her sides, shook and her face reddened. Russell paced with measured steps to the front of the building and stood beside our group. He put out a hand. Miss Spencer marched to her desk, grabbed her ruler, and smacked it across his open palm. The ruler rose and fell twice more. Russell didn’t flinch or cry out or react in any way.

Moments later, as welts rose on his calloused flesh, we were dismissed to recess. Miss Spencer stayed inside. It all seemed a ridiculously extreme price to pay for drawing instead of writing, even if paper was in short supply.

I found Russell at the far edge of the churchyard, his shoulder pushed hard against an old tulip poplar. Pity washed over me, and I forgave him all over again for calling my mother crazy. Illiterate, unloved — even the teacher didn’t like him. I put out my hand, touched his shoulder slightly, and he turned.

“Don’t,” he commanded. I pulled my fingers back from the fire of his word. I thought he meant not to touch him, but then the word pierced my brain and I knew he meant for me not to give him pity.

Chills overtook me and my teeth chattered. I hurried inside to the stove. Miss Spencer passed me on her way out, and her face was set with hard features. How, when I first met her, how could I have thought she looked gray? She was filled with all of the angry colors of the world, purple and black and deep blue. Miss Spencer was like an ugly bruise right here in Snowden.

Why shouldn’t I give Russell pity? I thought. He didn’t have a shred of dignity, even if he didn’t cry when he got his hand cracked. I huddled beside the wood stove, and gradually my shivering eased. I stepped toward the pew where I sat with Sara Ann and Polly, and my foot touched the crumpled paper Miss Spencer had thrown to the floor.

I retrieved it, smoothed it out, and looked in astonishment. It was recognizable; it was shaded and well fashioned; it was good. The image on the paper, drawn with a pencil to look like a charcoal drawing, practically walked off the page. It was a deer and her babies — perhaps the deer I’d seen with him coming from his mother’s house, the twin fawns spotted and furred.

I put the drawing in my school bag and gazed out the window at the solitary figure in the distance, shouldering the tree.

Mama was bad that night. Aunt Pearl couldn’t even lift her off the bed. Each limb hung like a sack of flour.

“You’re not getting the better of me, Martha,” Aunt Pearl huffed. “I’ll not watch and do nothing as you waste away in a bed.” But in the end, Mama did get the better of Aunt Pearl. My mother’s passive stubbornness reminded me of disobedient children I used to see at the market who went limp when their mothers didn’t let them have their way. But while a mother can lift a twenty-or thirty-pound child, Aunt Pearl just couldn’t get a grip on Mama, even though she was getting tinier every day.

Finally, we just left the door ajar and sat in the living room with the oil lamp.

I saw Mama’s feet, motionless, near the foot of the bed, encased in crooked stockings. The crooked stockings reminded me of Russell’s crooked letters in the dust. And of his words.

Was Mama crazy? Would I be too?

Aunt Pearl cleared her throat, interrupting my thoughts. “I need to apologize to you.”

I looked up, still a little caught in my thoughts from the day. So I merely said, “Apologize?”

“I’ve done wrong to you, child. Technically, I suppose, it’s a legal matter, but since I’m in a guardian situation, I don’t suppose anyone would question that.” She put down the handwork she’d been busy with and looked me in the eye. “I’ve been reading your letters from your father.” She put up a hand as I began to protest. “Never before you, Ellen. Only after. You have a tendency to leave them scattered about,” she said, “as you take a mood and, I admit, I take advantage of that to read them.

“That has been wrong of me. But I want to speak with you about them. And your father.”

I sat, waiting. I don’t know why I didn’t rail at her; I wanted to. But I think watching her fight to get my mother up that night, and seeing her fail, seeing Russell humiliated, worrying I would become my mother — it all just sort of piled on me. Or maybe I was waiting for the right words to spit at her. I don’t know. She went on.

“I admit I haven’t always liked your father. He’s a spit-and-polish man; men like that are good to look at but rarely have any substance to them. I know, oh, I know.” She looked at her hands. “I warned your mother, but she did not listen. And to be fair, I warned your father of the sad spells your mother has. He didn’t really listen. I should have made it clearer, I imagine. But I let it be.

“I suppose love is like that.” She sighed and then looked directly at me and smiled. Aunt Pearl had rarely smiled at me. “His letters seem to show a new man, your father. He’s changed. And for the better. I’ve heard war can do that, and I just wanted you to know I think well of him. I am sorry to have snooped, and I won’t do that again. I’d like to read his letters, but I’ll only do so with your permission.

“Still, I did want you to know I think better of him. I think he’s matured, grown wiser. I doubt you care much of my opinion but, nevertheless, you have it. With my apology.”

I nodded; I had no words. I was stunned, I supposed, at what she’d done and all she’d said. The biggest thing I’d heard was what she and my father had known about Mama.

I realized, sitting there with Aunt Pearl in the small circle of light cast by the lamp, that this was why I’d been so angry with Russell. Perhaps this is why I’d felt so angry reading my father’s letters. Why I felt angry with Aunt Pearl for having nice plates, why I suspected her of being a spy.

It all boiled down to my fear of being just like my mother. I wasn’t much like her in the looks department. But I had some of her mannerisms. I was sure. I’d been watching. Not before, not when we lived in Baltimore. There, she was fun and merry and loved people and brightness and parties. She had my father’s heart; other men watched her too, I’d seen.

But maybe, back then in our old life, I’d already begun to notice how much my parents valued things. The parties, the people who had importance. My father bragged when he had fitted shoes on someone from the mayor of Baltimore’s office, but he whined when he’d spent much of the day fitting the boy who wore braces on his legs and feet, even though he told us the boy’s shoes appeared to be helping him walk more sturdily.

My mother sometimes had what she called “a spell of the sad.” The spells always seemed to follow a time of happiness, when Mama would be so excited; she’d be bouncier and livelier than the other mothers I knew. In my mind, I saw her as sort of like the rubber balls all of us kids had. For Mama, every up had a down, every high had a low. She needed Daddy to be the pavement for her to keep bouncing back up. Without Daddy, I wasn’t sure Mama would bounce.

I suppose, sitting in Snowden, I knew Aunt Pearl never needed anyone to help her with her feelings. She depended on herself. My mother insisted I read “important” books I couldn’t understand, even when I told her I didn’t understand them and that I preferred Nancy Drew. My parents left me at home some nights when they went to parties, even though I’d told them I was scared to be by myself. I knew, though I did not tell them, that because of my mother’s strangeness, I had no friends besides the ones between the pages of a book. And I knew no one else’s parents left them alone at twelve whether they were scared, as I was, or fearless.

Nor had they been left at age eight. That was the first time I’d awakened to realize my parents weren’t in the house and I was alone. My father told me the next morning that I must have been dreaming — but then he admitted that I hadn’t been. I think he only confessed because I kept looking at him without saying anything. He muttered they’d just gone to a party for a couple of hours. But I knew my father didn’t take my mother out to parties always. He said that’s what they did. But sometimes, I think, they went so he could get her away from a day where she’d been alone (even though I’d been with her all day) and she needed something to make her bounce. I have no idea what they did to make her feel better. But she would be. Better.

For a while.

I started to be much quieter at school. I started spending even more time reading even if I didn’t understand and my eyes merely passed over the words. And I very much enjoyed the company of my mother and my father. When I could get it.

But there was no enjoyment when we were alone and my mother would start to get a look in her eyes that scared me more than the sounds I heard from the wind in the trees, a look that was empty and hollow. A look that had not a bit of bounce.

It was the look I saw in her after Daddy went off to war, running away from us. I guess he just got tired of being responsible for her bounce. And when he was gone, I’d run out of the groceries I’d begged from our neighbors. I’d already gone through everything in the house: milk, graham crackers, the pot roast I tried to cook that charred so badly I couldn’t even cut into it, and, as much as it pained me, I had to throw it out. I’d actually gone to the store for that roast, knowing there would be talk about us when the neighborhood saw me shopping and not my mother.

That look was what greeted me now as I left Aunt Pearl in the room below and looked in the small mirror in my tiny bedroom. Empty eyes, hands that fluttered sometimes like a bird’s wings caught in a trap (such as when Miss Spencer called on me when I’d been reading and was caught unawares), a jumpiness if I thought Mr. Armentrout might be anywhere about.

I put out the light Aunt Pearl left on in my room and didn’t even bother to undress. Another likeness to my mother, who didn’t care what she wore when she was like this.

I pulled the covers over me and closed my eyes to shut out the possible reality. What if Russell was right? What if my mother was crazy? And I was crazy too?

The next day after school, November 10, I found Russell scratching in some mud on Snowden Mountain. I was hustling down the overgrown path, thinking if I got back from delivering cider and applesauce to the Sensabaugh family, I could sneak a snack before Aunt Pearl came in from boiling laundry. Aunt Pearl was careful with her distribution of food from the pantry. It made me wonder even more what she did to earn money. Maybe she made white lightning. I’d read about that once. Powerful stuff. It must be illegal. Maybe I’d helped her make a batch when she pretended we were making apple butter. I decided to take a peek in the pantry when I poked around for a snack.

I topped a slight rise in the trail, and there he was, squatting with a long stick in his hands, his face screwed up with thinking, scattered undergrowth pitched askew where he’d cleared a space.

I moved toward him. “Russell?”

He stood and kicked a foot over his scratching, but not before I saw a few numbers. “Hey,” he said in greeting.

“Doing some arithmetic?” I asked.

He kicked his long foot some more. “Nah. Just doodling.” He shoved his hair out of his eyes, the yellow strands falling back as soon as he dropped his hand.

“I like to doodle too.” I picked up the stick and knelt. I scratched the number three in the dirt at my knee.

Russell squatted again.

I added a plus sign and wrote a two, then handed Russell the stick.

He drew the equals sign, put his fingers to his lips to make me stay quiet, and then gazed off through the bare trees. He gazed and he gazed and he gazed.

My stomach rumbled. I blushed when Russell turned suddenly, but he pointed to the path, and I spotted a large brown rabbit who scampered into the brush.

“I saw you let a skunk go once, a skunk about that size. Why did you let it go?”

Russell looked surprised. “Don’t matter.”

“But why?” I persisted.

He turned his back to me. “I said it don’t matter.” He dropped the stick and lumbered off.

I darted after him. “But, Russell, I already know why you ought to catch them. Bobby told me. So why let them go?”

He sighed and faced me. “They kill bugs and small varmints. They got a purpose. Should be left alone to serve that purpose.” Russell seemed to warm to the topic. “And even though they eat almost anything, they got their peculiarities. Won’t eat a caterpillar plain. They roll it to get the hair off so’s they don’t have to eat fuzz.” He seemed to run out of steam when he saw me listening closely. “Besides, they’re kind of pretty.”

He walked on, nodded toward the nearby peak. “That’s Three Sisters’ Knob. See if you can guess why it be called that.”

“I don’t know.” The name reminded me of the three in the scratchings we’d done in the dirt. “Hey, you didn’t finish that arithmetic problem,” I said.

Russell pushed at a branch crossing the path, held it as I slipped past. “No.”

I plopped onto a fallen log and surprised myself, saying, “Well, I could teach you.”

He stared at the scattered leaves at my feet.

“It isn’t like I’m doing anything else,” I went on. “I don’t have any friends in this horrible place.”

“I don’t take to charity.” He picked up a stick, lofted it up over a small patch of brush. “Have to teach you something in return.”

“Fine,” I agreed. I couldn’t imagine what he could teach me.

The bargain seemed to make him happy. He said, “Let’s do some now.”

I sighed as my stomach rumbled more. Too late for a snack; Aunt Pearl was through with the boiling for sure.

I scratched Russell some problems in a space we cleared, but each one overwhelmed him. I talked and talked, and he shook his head over and over. It seemed hopeless. As we worked, I noticed that he didn’t smell. How nice! And how ashamed I felt that I’d only concentrated on his ability to grasp math. I rose and walked down the mountain toward the banks of the James. Russell followed, shambling along in a loose, apologetic way. I noticed two deer, drinking hesitantly by the river. I was determined to try math again.

“Look, Russell. See the deer? If one were to leave, how many would there be?”

“Four.”

I turned to him. “No. There are two deer and if one leaves, there’ll be one left.”

“But there ain’t two deer there,” he said, his voice soft as he raised his finger to point. “There’s three hiding in the brush.”

I looked closely and saw what he saw. Three fawns, pressed at the edge of shadow and sun, waiting for a signal that they could drink. I nodded slowly. “Five take away one is four. You got it right.” A smile spread across his face, just as one spread across mine.

I sat in my room that night, unable to sleep. I’d had warm milk, flipped through one of Aunt Pearl’s recipe books (she didn’t seem to value Nancy Drew any more than Mama did), even counted sheep. But I was too agitated to drift off.

It was Russell. Why in the world did I offer to teach him? He often smelled horrible, and he didn’t even make the effort to come to school. He was pitiful.

I pulled the quilt to my chin. Maybe that was it. He was pitiful. So what if I didn’t teach him well? So what if he knew about Mama? It didn’t matter if he knew because he didn’t matter. He didn’t matter at all.

Which meant that I might not matter either.
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YOU MEAN I got another letter?”

It had been less than a week since the last letter from Daddy; my fear began to rise. Had something happened to him? It was only November 12 now, not even Thanksgiving; somehow, I’d just assumed nothing could happen to him before Christmas at the very first. It just couldn’t before a big holiday. Plus, I’d just received a letter, so how could I get another one?

“The U.S. Post Office never lies.” Mr. Pritchard dug through his big sack.

“Here ’tis.” He smiled as he handed over the envelope. It was a square envelope that looked like the ones Aunt Pearl gave me to mail my letters to Daddy.

“There’s no stamp on it,” I said.

“Well, don’t really need a stamp to send a letter to a neighbor. I saw a person fixing to deliver it, and I offered to bring it myself.”

As my heart eased, I tried to look scandalized. “Mr. Pritchard. Would the United States Post Office approve of delivering mail without proper postage?”

He looked askance, blushed, and turned. “The postmaster general don’t control everything I do. My regards to Pearl. And your mother.”

I smiled and waved a farewell. It was chilly, too chilly to take my missive to the woods to read. I slipped the mystery envelope beneath my plain woolen coat and hurried inside.

“Where you been, child?” Aunt Pearl carried a bowl of steaming soup, aiming her steps toward Mama’s room. “You know, I could use some help around here.”

For some reason, I didn’t want to tell her about the time I’d been spending with Russell. Maybe I thought she’d tell me I was wasting my time, that he was just too dumb to learn. Maybe I worried she’d instruct me on the right way to teach him. Or maybe I knew she’d ask me why I was making the effort to teach a boy who smelled like skunks — and I didn’t like the answer I’d come up with, about neither Russell nor I mattering.

I felt sure Aunt Pearl would have a ready lecture on that kind of talk.

I pulled up some kind of answer. “I was just, uh, looking at how pretty Snowden is. Fall is a pretty time.”

Aunt Pearl’s large face softened. “It’s a sight. I used to have a hard time with chores in autumn myself.” Her look shaped back to the normal one, less soft, more back-to-business. “But there’s not much left to see, Ellen. The leaves have mostly dropped.”

“They’re still beautiful when they’ve fallen. You can kick them with your feet and pile them up. Some of them crackle just a little, and some have this enormous crunch.” I realized as I spoke that what I said was true. Russell’d done all of these things as we’d walked. I’d tried to teach him more of the alphabet, but he had surrounded me with the sounds of fall. He’d said, “Listen,” as he took different leaves in his hands, leaves of gold and red and earthy brown, and crushed them close to our ears. I’d liked the leaves and the forest that day. I really had.

“Uh, Mr. Pritchard sent his regards,” I said, changing the subject.

Aunt Pearl blushed. I clutched the letter beneath my coat and rushed up the stairs. Aunt Pearl looked foolish, reddening like that. I shook my head as I took the letter out and put it on the bed. Aunt Pearl was surely beyond romance. And so was Mr. Pritchard. They both had to be forty at least.

I hung my coat up, to make the wonder of it all last just a little longer, and then I sat on the bed. What neighbor could be sending a letter to me?

I slid the flap open, and a stiff invitation touched my hand. It was scented (something pretty strong — gardenias?), and it had painted bluebells edging the border. Very fancy. I scanned it. Moselle Toms invited me to join her and her husband, Rucker, for dinner on Thanksgiving. I checked the calendar I kept on the small desk. Two weeks away. I could imagine dinner with Moselle Toms. She’d have fancy china and real silver. Mama had told me about a really fancy party she’d been to once, and I thought Moselle Toms would have a Thanksgiving like that: fancy little place cards and finger bowls and peas with baby onions. The discussion at the table would be about books and plays and who knew what else. And the whole house would smell of fresh-cooked turkey, simmering yams, and fresh yeast rolls.

Thanksgiving dinner at Aunt Pearl’s? Well, she’d have pretty china, I’d have to give her that. I loved using those pretty dishes every single day. I felt special each time we sat down to a meal. But as for the rest of the dinner, I felt sure it wouldn’t measure up. She’d have boiled potatoes probably and no pumpkin pie. The conversation would be what it always was — nonexistent. All our meals were silent. Mama pushed her food around on her plate, I swallowed as quietly as I could, and Aunt Pearl chewed her food automatically, with no apparent pleasure or interest, just eating to stay alive.

I eased down the steps and stood at the kitchen table. Aunt Pearl was peeling potatoes. She looked up when I cleared my throat. Her meaty hands dropped to her lap, giving me her attention. I blinked twice.

“I got an invitation in the mail,” I began.

Aunt Pearl said nothing.

“It’s from Moselle Toms. She’s invited me to dinner on Thanksgiving.”

Aunt Pearl sniffed, picked up the potato lying on the table, and attacked that poor potato as if it were a killer. I waited.

“Your decisions are your own,” she said. She didn’t look at me.

She didn’t even try to talk me into staying at the house for Thanksgiving. Didn’t she care if I was gone for a day traditionally spent with family? I really was an orphan. Only a stranger was kind to me. I felt a wild anger roiling in my stomach and snapped, “Fine, I’m going.”

“You’ll need to write her your acceptance.”

“I’m very well aware of what I need to do in polite society. We had real society in Baltimore.” I stomped out the door, my hand gripping the invitation so tightly, it all but ripped in my hand. I had no coat on now, but I marched on, aiming to put distance between hateful old Aunt Pearl and me. I kept my eyes on my feet, feet that were determinedly gobbling ground. My steps swallowed the yard, swallowed the path. They only stopped devouring distance when I all but walked into Moselle Toms.

“You got your invitation, I see.” She pointed to my hand.

“Yes.”

“Oh, then you’ve come to accept!”

I looked behind her and realized I was apparently in front of her house. I’d crossed the bridge to the other side of the river; I’d never even been that far from the village of Snowden. I took a look: a trim little cottage with a white picket fence surrounding it. It was nice but not the mansion I’d expected from all the airs Moselle Toms had put on.

“Yes, ma’am,” I said.

“Oh, do come in for a moment. And you mustn’t ‘ma’am’ me,” she said. “Why, we’re such good friends already — you just call me Moselle, you hear?” She opened the gate. “I was just wishing someone would come by for a visit and you appeared. It’s like a wish come true!”

I followed her — it seemed the polite thing to do — but I was already regretting my rash decision. We weren’t good friends already; I’d met her only once. And suddenly, it mattered a great deal to me that Aunt Pearl disliked her. I reminded myself that Aunt Pearl had not insisted I refuse the invitation, and followed Moselle Toms into her home.

There was a fire in the grate, and the room we entered felt warm. The air reeked of perfumes, different ones, as if the room held each one it had been exposed to. I tried to breathe through my mouth as I perched on the edge of a delicate straight-backed chair, the one Moselle Toms pointed me to; the legs seemed terribly thin, and I wasn’t sure it could hold me. Moselle Toms (why couldn’t I just call her Moselle as she’d asked me to do?) eased onto a similar chair that caught the fading afternoon light. It looked as if it might break too.

“I hear you’ve been spending some time with that Armentrout boy.”

I nodded dumbly and continued huffing through my mouth.

She squinted in thought, patted her curls into place, and nodded as she decided to speak again. “Now, I’m not one to speak ill of folks, but you really ought to be careful how much you see him. You know, his family isn’t — well, they’re just not nice folks.”

“My mama was friends with his mama, Mrs., uh, Moselle,” I offered. (I silently said the “Toms” part in my head.)

“Oh, yes, Hannah. Well, now, I suppose they were friends of a sort. I thought Martha was being a bit too kind to hang around that Tucker girl, and I told Pearl just that in so many words. What with their daddy being the schoolteacher, it just wasn’t seemly for Martha to gad about with one of the Tuckers. And then once she started seeing that Armentrout man, well.” Moselle reached over, patted my hand. “I suppose that’s where you get that streak of going with the wrong crowd, though, from your mother. They say an apple never falls far from the tree. They do say that.” She pursed her lips and nodded slightly.

I stared at the floor, disconcerted. I thought Moselle Toms was Mama’s friend. But she didn’t sound friendly now. Toward Mama or to me.

“Of course, your mother was just the prettiest thing we ever had in this village. Why, from the time the family moved here, when her daddy started teaching school, it was like a bit of heaven came here in Martha.” Her eyes gazed past me and the look on her face softened. “For the first time in my life, I had someone to talk about clothes with, to look at pictures from the big cities — Martha knew so much, coming from Baltimore like she did. You might be surprised to learn this, dear, but I don’t have many friends in these parts. People just don’t value what I do. Of course, now that you’re here, I have someone who understands me, a real, true friend.”

My mind was a whirl. I hardly heard Moselle Toms’s declaration of friendship. My grandfather a teacher? They came from Baltimore? I knew nothing of this.

Moselle Toms clapped a hand to her cheek, the manicured red nails showing her porcelain skin to advantage. “Here I am chattering away and we could be having a cup of tea.” She rose from her spindly chair and I followed suit. Moselle Toms crossed the room to a door and yanked it open. Her voice lost its cultured sound. “Rucker, git on in here.”

A small man, his head shaped like a lightbulb and his thin fingers gripping a pencil, appeared. “Yes, dear?”

She cleared her throat. “We have company. This is Ellen Hollingsworth.” He nodded and she continued to talk. “I told you about her. She’s here now, which is lovely, and we’d like tea.”

He sighed. “Yes, dear.”

The pencil found its way behind his ear, where I could tell it spent a lot of time, since there was a pencil-shaped indentation there. I remembered vaguely that I’d heard at MacIntosh’s store that he was an accountant for the paper mill. He shuffled to the kitchen, and I heard preparations begin. We sat again.

“I don’t want to impose,” I said.

“No trouble at all,” she said. “Rucker likes to take care of me. He says I’m his grand lady and I should be spoiled. Isn’t that what you say, Rucker?” She fingered her hem delicately and flashed a genuinely warm smile at me. There was no answer from the kitchen.

“I understand you’re quite the student.” Moselle Toms aimed this remark my way as Rucker gingerly carried a tray of odds and ends to the table before the fire. “I wasn’t ever interested in all that learning. Ever since third grade, I knew, I just knew, that homemaking was my career. But you, well, Clara Spencer speaks highly of you.”

“She does?” I took the plate Moselle Toms had filled for me and nibbled as I waited for my cup of tea. The plate was nice enough, a pale blue and serviceable, but not nearly so elegant as Aunt Pearl’s china. It was definitely not what I’d expected. The cookies — ladyfingers and butter bars and coconut macaroons — were . . . adequate. I’d thought store-bought cookies would be special and mouth-melting, but Aunt Pearl’s lacy butter crisps put the packaged brands to shame.

“Oh, my, yes. Clara just goes on and on about how you and two other little local girls are her pride and joy. Of course” — she leaned toward me — “we must realize that Clara can have no other pride and joy. She lives her life through the children she teaches. She hasn’t a husband. Probably never will. An old spinster is all she is.” Moselle Toms pulled up her left hand, displaying a small marquis-shaped diamond and a narrow wedding band.

“Like Pearl. Why, no man would have her. All that firmament of muscle and stolidity. Pearl is intimidating and solid, not at all what men look for, am I right, Rucker?” She smiled at him and batted her eyelashes in a very obvious way. He smiled back, a shaky smile, but a smile nevertheless. I felt a surprising urge to defend Aunt Pearl.

“Now, your mother, Martha, she was never like Pearl. Small-boned and, Lord, my mother used to refer to Martha as ‘puny.’” She raised her head and stared off, pausing as if on a stage. Then she pulled a cup to her hand. “But I always think of your dear mother as fragile, myself, being a bit more educated than dear Mama. Fragile in many ways, if you know what I mean.”

My sip of muddy tea went down hard, the swallow taking all my energy to push along my throat.

Moselle Toms leaned toward me and whispered, “It runs in families, I believe.” She patted at her mouth with her napkin and nodded in self-assurance.

I sputtered an excuse about being needed to help with dinner, managed to hand off my cup to the ever-hovering Rucker (who hadn’t sat down once), saw myself out, and walked briskly back across the bridge.

Moselle Toms had to be a liar. Miss Spencer might have bragged about me, but she would never have done so about Polly. Poor Polly. And if Moselle Toms had lied about that, well, maybe what she’d said about Mama was a lie too.

I did help Aunt Pearl with dinner. I can’t say I ate much of it, though.
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ALL RIGHT, RUSSELL,” I said as we gathered kindling. “You’ve got almost all your consonant sounds. But some of them can make two sounds. Take c, for example. Now, that can sound like it does when it starts cake or like it does at the start of celery.”

“Selery starts with a s.”

“No, with a c.”

“Then how do you know whether to spell words with a s or with a c?” Russell smacked at a tree with the stick he was carrying.

“There are rules to explain everything, although some things are exceptions to the rules, but there are rules.” I plunged on. “You’re not ready for that yet, though. All the rules. You’ve got to learn the sounds first. And you’ve got to trust me.”

“I trust you. Why else would I be doing your work, picking up sticks your aunt Pearl told you to get for kindling? If I didn’t trust you, I’d think you was making me do your work ’cause you was lazy.” He bent over, gathering a few more sticks.

“You said you wanted to trade for the lessons. I can’t help it if you haven’t figured out something to trade yet. Just trying to make sure you don’t feel like you’re getting charity.” Russell smirked when I said that. He’d said it so often, worried on it so much, that it’d become a standing joke between us. I picked up a stick, to look like I was working too, and tried to sound casual as I asked, “Where’d you get that big bruise on your cheek?”

Russell added more sticks to the pile and turned his head away from me. “Did I tell you I passed that test Miss Spencer give our group? I hadn’t been to school since, well, since that day she took my picture away, and finally got a day I could go.”

“I saw you there.”

“Well, blamed if she wasn’t giving a test on them everyday words. You know, the ones you give me on that paper?”

I nodded.

“I couldn’t remember it but knew cat and dog and the others, and then I sounded out it and I saw Bobby yesterday and he said he saw my slate the next day and it had checks by all of ’em. He said Miss Spencer’s eyes just about popped right out of her head!”

“I wish you could get there every day.”

Russell shrugged. “This is working out pretty good. Miss Spencer always makes me feel dumb anyhow. Besides, morning times I got to get some hunting done for Mr. Mumfrey. He don’t pay ’less the pelts are delivered.”

Russell squinted at the sticks, sizing up the pile. “That oughtta be enough kindling for a while. C’mere. I want to show you something I found a couple of days ago. Up this way.”

I followed Russell up the side of Three Sisters’ Knob. I looked around a little as I walked. The river gorge loomed below us. The James River had changed from when I arrived, turning from the muddy river it was in late summer to a pristine, sparkling one. It looked like a silver ribbon, marking my place in the mountains the way a bookmark saved my place in a book.

Russell motioned for me to walk carefully. My shoes had changed too since I arrived in Snowden — switching from the pointy-toed, slightly heeled shoes I’d finally been old enough to wear in Baltimore to a soft-soled, comfortable brogan Aunt Pearl had the village cobbler make for me. They were serviceable shoes, which of course meant ugly shoes, but with all the tramping Russell and I did, they kept blisters at bay.

We climbed a patch of rocks, and I had to really watch my step — it seemed better suited for goat walking! When we reached the top of the outcropping, we were at eye level with some of the branches on a tree. Russell pointed at one particular fat branch.

I saw it — a raccoon, lying flat on its back, front paws covering its eyes. Big, about the size of a bear cub, and stretched out behind it was its bushy tail, encircled at the tip with six dark rings. Under its front paw I could make out the familiar stripe of black fur that looked like a mask.

We stood for ten minutes or so, watching the raccoon sleep. Its fur looked so soft, so smooth, I wanted to reach out and touch it. But Russell had pulled a promise from me that I would never try to touch the wild animals he showed me. I had been flattered that he didn’t want me to get hurt, but he’d assured me that wasn’t it at all. He felt he had a gift, to be able to get so close to animals, and touching them, intruding on them, was demeaning to the gift.

We headed back down the mountain to pick up my pile of kindling. “Why would he pick that tree, I wonder?”

Russell refused to be baited into assigning genders to animals. “It picked that tree because a stream is nearby. Raccoons like fresh water.”

“So they can wash their food.”

He shook his head. “No, dope.” Russell’s eyes grew big. “Sorry. I, uh . . . Well, they don’t wash their food. They have real sensitive front paws. You watch one eat, you’ll see it turn its food and sometimes dip its paws in water. It’s just making its paws more sensitive to touch by wetting them.”

“Oh.” I fretted at Russell’s discomfort. It seemed okay, as far as he was concerned, for me to call him a dope, to bicker with and tease him. But he never quite loosened up to see himself as my equal, to tease back. I didn’t mind him calling me a dope. That’s what friends do. Maybe he didn’t see us that way. I cleared my throat and picked up the pace.

We walked in silence back to the pile of sticks. Russell put some in my outstretched arms and loaded the rest in his own. “Any more letters from your daddy?” he asked.

I shook my head. “Nope. Nothing. At first I worried. But lately I don’t even care. I mean, as far as I’m concerned, he’s abandoned me and . . .” Russell’s jaw tightened. I went on. “His last letter was just telling me what I ought to do for Mama, anyway, and a long paragraph about how lucky I am to have Aunt Pearl. I’m tired of being preached at.”

Russell didn’t say anything.

“Oh, I know,” I went on. “You think Aunt Pearl is so special, but I don’t know why. She never talks to me except to make me feel stupid, and she hasn’t been able to help Mama one little bit.”

“I don’t know nothing about your aunt Pearl except she brings apple butter to us every year, and it’s the best stuff I ever laid on my tongue. That makes her pretty all right with me.”

“Do you live only by your stomach?” I snapped. “Honestly, Aunt Pearl doesn’t have a poetic bone in her body. She does nothing just for joy, like read a book or have a party. You told me once you think skunks bring a bit of pretty to the world. Aunt Pearl wouldn’t notice pretty if it came up behind her and knocked her in the head.

“Back in Baltimore, my mother would listen to opera and weep at poetry and admire great works of art. She has a soul. We took walks, went to the park, laughed at the jokes my father told, and she’d spend whole days with me sometimes, days when she paid attention to only me. Those were days when she brushed my hair or curled it, let me try on any of her dresses I wanted, or we’d go out to fancy stores and have tea and look at which clothes I might get when I was older, so I might feel as pretty as she thought I was, instead of the lump I really am. My mama thought I was beautiful, and she told me that every night and every morning. She was a woman who filled our home with laughter and love, and she sang in a little off-key voice that was so fun, while Aunt Pearl doesn’t sing —”

“Well, all that might be fine and dandy,” Russell cut in, “but it ain’t got your mama much of anywhere. I mean, which one of them is sitting in her room all day staring out the window, cain’t even talk?”

A vision of Mama rose in my mind, a vision of the emptiness. Russell’s words bit into me, scored my soul, and left it raw and blistered. I dropped the kindling and flew at him. I was filled with the color red: anger, complete anger. And I hurt him. My short nails bit into his bruise, and he cried out, a piercing, low moan. At the sound, my anger fled, my hands fell to my side. “Oh, Russell, I’m sorry, I’m sorry.”

He turned away and held his face.

“Please,” I begged. “I’m sorry. I just —”

He interrupted again. “No reason for you to be sorry. I shouldna said what I did ’bout your mama.” He wiped away the small amount of blood spots on his cheek.

“Did I hurt you?”

“Not much,” he answered. He cleared his throat, then asked me in a quavering voice, “Did I hurt you?”

I leaned against a leafless tree and gazed down at the river flowing between the mountains. “Yes.” I tried to swallow the rising tears. “Oh, Russell. She sits and does nothing. I walk into her room, and I can feel the sad, like a weight, just enveloping me. It’s like every bit of space in her room, in her body, is filled with sad. And blackness. I feel like she’s locked in a dark room where there’s no light, no air, just darkness closing in on her. Heaviness. Darkness. And silence.”

Russell cleared his throat, said, “I ain’t needing to know this iffen you don’t want to tell.”

I stared out against the sky, past the mountains, past the clouds, into nothing and talked on. “When we lived in Baltimore, she would have days where she’d be in . . . well, in pain. She would look so . . . brittle. You could see the sad pulsing through her. She seemed to count the hours until she could go to bed.

“Or she’d fly into a black rage. She used to get so frustrated on some days, angry with life, with something I couldn’t even see, with my father, and she’d scream at him and hit him, and I’d be so afraid. I could smell the anger.”

I took a deep breath. “My dad says she can control it. That she’s stronger than she thinks and that she’s just giving in to weakness. And sometimes, for a minute or two, I’ll see a look in her eyes, a clear look that holds a promise of the past and the mama I knew. But in spite of those little ‘visits’ from the old mama, I don’t think she can help it, not at all. Not now, and not then. And Russell” — I turned to look at him — “I think I might be like her.”

He shook his head. “No.”

“Moselle Toms says the apple never falls far from the tree.”

“Moselle Toms is full of crap.” He turned his face so it looked up the mountain and puckered his features at a crackling stick, a crunching leaf.

I shrugged. “I just got angry with you, didn’t I? I think that’s how it starts, with that frustrated anger.” I turned away from him. “Russell, what if I go crazy like her?”

Russell sighed. “Your ma ain’t crazy, Ellen. She’s just, I don’t know — it’s like she cain’t feel the arms of God wrapped around her.”

“Arms of God?”

He blushed. “Not to see. I ain’t no prophet or nothing. But . . .” He kicked at the forest floor and cleared his throat. “I believe you can feel God holding you. When I let loose a trapped animal, when I watch a squirrel hiding nuts for the winter, I close my eyes and I can feel it. A warm feeling, tight around me, and I know things’ll be fine. Not that they’ll be fine right away. But that, well, that I got hope.”

“And when your father hurts you?”

Russell’s face hardened. “That’s got nothing to do with God.”

“But then how do you stop yourself from striking back?”

He shrugged, looked again at the forest as we heard a crackling. “It ain’t a matter of hitting back at him or fighting at school when they laugh. I just, I don’t know, gotta take what the world gives me and stay me. That’s the onliest way I can have those minutes in God’s arms. To be me and feel the hope.”

A voice, hard and firm, sliced through the air. “Boy!”

“My pa,” Russell warned.

I grabbed a stack of the kindling Russell held and scampered behind the tree. Russell moved up the path a few steps and met his father coming down the path.

“Been looking all over for you, boy. There’s traps need checking.”

“Yessir.”

“Old Man Mumfrey says he ain’t getting much from you these days. Says he don’t see you but ’bout every other day.”

Russell spread his hands. “Hasn’t been much in the traps, Daddy. Besides, I been thinking of a new way to earn money. Maybe.”

An arm reached out and delivered a hard blow to Russell’s bruised cheek. “You think I’m an idiot? This here is prime hunting time. They’re in the traps, all right. I don’t know if you’re letting them go or not checking or what. But you get off your ass and do what you’re supposed to do or you won’t have no home to come to. We don’t need you thinking new ideas. We’ll stick with the old ways. Understand me?” His face was sparked by so much anger, I felt myself shaking even though I knew I was well hidden.

“Get on up here and check them traps.”

Russell hurried up the path, his father stalking along behind. I closed my eyes, waiting for a warm, tight feeling. But there was nothing, just the smell of mint wafting in the air, and then I was left alone.

I wished for a book. A book that would require so much concentration, I wouldn’t have to think about what I had seen on that mountain. About what I had seen when Russell’s father caught up to him.

I ached to wrap my fingers around any of the confusing books my mother had back in Baltimore that Aunt Pearl had forced me to leave behind. I knew she did it only because we needed to go quickly; I knew there was no room in the hurried bags we packed. Yet I longed to lose myself in a book so confusing that it would not, could not, make me think about all that was going on around me. But there were no books. Instead, I sat down at the kitchen table while Aunt Pearl fried apples. The room was dressed in a warm, flavorful aroma. The air almost shook with it. It draped its fabric around me and made me feel hugged. Maybe this was as close as I’d get to God’s arms holding me.

“Aunt Pearl,” I said, “what do you think about when you’re frying apples?”

She glanced back at me, her round face filling the space above her shoulders. “What are you going on about?” she asked.

“Just wondering if you think about things.”

She turned back to the apples, spattering in the pan. “I suppose. Why? What are you thinking on?”

“Oh.” I hadn’t expected her to ask me. I decided to be honest. “I was just wondering about people around here. Like, uh, I don’t know, about Mr. Armentrout, for instance.”

I waited for her to tell me that was none of my business, to hush me as she usually did when I would tread too close to criticizing anything in the mountains.

She just sighed and pushed back a bit of gray hair from her forehead. Only in the heat — of cooking, of apple buttering — did any of her locks dare to stray from the tight bun. It made her look softer, kinder.

She turned the heat under the apples to low, put the cover on the pan, and sat across from me at the table. “I heard from Moselle Toms today at market that you were spending time with Russell, Rooster’s boy. I don’t like hearing things from Moselle, things about my family that I ought to know.

“There I am, picking over Noel Abramson’s puny pork roasts, and this voice comes needling into my brain. ‘I never expected a girl as fine as Ellen to spend time with an Armentrout.’”

“An Armentrout,” I said.

“My Lord but she lit up like a Yule log then. ‘She does spend a lot of time with that Russell. Amy Pickens saw them once and Esther Madison too. Oh, they’re spending time together. Maybe sparking?’ She made it sound filthy. I even looked at my shirtfront, to see if it was soiled.”

I started to speak. She raised a beefy hand and went on. “Rooster Armentrout is from a long line of men who live off the land. They don’t like anything that isn’t familiar, anything that hasn’t been done before. They don’t trust new. So all the old ways stay with them. Change is hard for ’em.”

I thought of Rooster’s reaction when Russell’d mentioned a new way to earn money.

“Rooster’s daddy never saw any point in schooling, since none of the Armentrouts could write or read or cipher, so Rooster didn’t go to school. Russell, I think, doesn’t go much either. I suppose you know more about that than I do. When I came here” — she could see my look of wonder — “that’s right, I came here and so did your mother — we were girls then.”

She closed her eyes for a bit, then opened them as she continued. “I was thirteen. I tried to be friends with Rooster, but he didn’t care for me. He liked people to surround him who did as they were told, people who never asked a question, people who didn’t see anything wrong with doing things the old way, even if the old way took twice as long.” She shook her head.

“Don’t get me started, child. The only good thing I know about Rooster is he’s always taken an inordinate amount of pride in those pretty teeth of his, gathering mint in the good weather to scrub his teeth all year long. I don’t have a high opinion of Rooster Armentrout, but as Christians, we all need to remember that there’s things that have turned people the way they are. I think I understand why Russell’s daddy is the way he is. Still, understanding doesn’t lead to approving — I can’t approve of how he’s handled the life he was given. Rooster Armentrout is a man who’s sat in one place, with a cup of homemade liquor in his hand, while the rest of the world has moved on.”

I smiled. Moved on? Snowden?

Aunt Pearl grinned back. “Yes, I know. We don’t have electricity, roads that are paved, or many of the things you think of as progress, but we are progressed, compared to where we started. Sometimes you have to take baby steps, if you’re going to move at all.”

Aunt Pearl went back to her apples, but she turned once more and looked worried. “You be careful around that family, you hear?”

I sat in the layer of apple odor for a long, long time.

Late, around midnight, I crept to Mama’s room. The sharp late-fall sky was so clear, so deep, it seemed I could see all the way to the stars of tomorrow night. The moonlight spilled across the room through the cracked window, lighting Mama’s bed and her eyes — eyes that lay open and staring.

I perched softly on the edge of her bed. The room smelled clean, soapy, like her. She wore none of the delicate perfumes she’d spritzed on herself in Baltimore; none of the citrusy powder she loved still clung to her. But, as I inhaled, I took in a trace of a familiar scent that could be no one but my mama.

I climbed farther onto the bed so as to prop my back against the headboard. I pulled this ghost of my old mama into my lap, spread her blond hair across me, so carefully brushed by Aunt Pearl each day, and slid against her until she rested in my arms, her head propped at my bony shoulder. Her ribs, sharp and pointy, pressed at my palms, but I crossed my arms over her and held her as closely as I dared.

“Oh, Mama. I’m sorry I haven’t been in here for a while, haven’t combed your hair or talked to you. But, Mama . . . I’m so scared. I thought I’d feel better if I just stayed to myself, stayed angry at you and Daddy and Aunt Pearl.” I waited for her to reach around to me, to pat my cheek, to rub my arms. She didn’t stir in my grasp.

“I thought I’d feel better. But I don’t. And I worry. Worry about, well, whether I’ll have trouble with my mind.” I felt tears running down my cheeks. They pooled on Mama’s shoulders, and I asked her the question that’d brought me to her. “Do you feel them, Mama? Do you ever feel the arms of God?”
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MOSELLE TOMS was standing in front of the empty house when I passed her on my way to school the next Monday. She clutched a bright-red purse, coordinated with her pumps and coat. “Well, how are you, Ellen Hollingsworth?” she asked. “Rucker and I are off for a day of shopping in Lynchburg. He’s just picking up a little something down at the store. Maybe a present for me — who knows? I didn’t want to go in there and start smelling like cigars! No, sir.” She took a breath and stopped herself. It seemed she knew she was telling too much. She started over. “First stop, Millner’s. They have beautiful dresses. Rucker says I need a new dress to make me feel perky, now that we’re into dreary old November.”

“What do you think about Rooster Armentrout?” The words spewed out unbidden. I didn’t even care what she’d been rambling on about.

Moselle Toms looked askance. “Now, Ellen, I do hope you’ll be over early on Thanksgiving. I’ve a surprise for you, a big-city surprise. I don’t know when I’ve looked forward to a holiday so much.”

“What do you think,” I repeated, “about Rooster Armentrout?”

She swallowed, then answered, her words tumbling out in a rush, the way she’d been talking before. “Oh, he’s a bully. But I could handle him if I needed to, never you fear. You could too. He’s all talk. Why, Rooster took quite a shine to me when we were in school. I remember . . .” A car pulled up beside us. “There’s Rucker now. Hate to run, but I’ve got to get to Millner’s. Bye now.” She waved with her fingers bent at the knuckle, the way children wave, and climbed into her car. “Rucker, do you have the heat turned on? I can’t stand to get chilled and I’ve been waiting out here a bit —” The car door slammed.

I trudged on. Why did I ask her about Rooster Armentrout? What was it I hoped she would say? Maybe that Rooster Armentrout was actually her best friend, and that he’d be at dinner with her, and that Rucker was going to be helping Rooster Armentrout with his traps from now on? There would be an answer to Russell’s problems. And if Rooster Armentrout were coming to that Thanksgiving meal, I could bow out. Because I knew that I didn’t want to go to dinner with her anymore. Seeing her the other day, the way she really was, I didn’t want to eat with her or be with her. I bet Rooster Armentrout didn’t even know who she was when they were growing up. He didn’t care.

I didn’t know if Aunt Pearl was a spy or really good with money, but my aunt Pearl was for certain right about Moselle Toms.

The whole experience of being in Snowden was turning my life upside down. Things I had counted on my whole life were just plain mixed up. I knew, deep down, that Mama had always had that skittery problem, but Daddy’d been there to bring her back to right-side up. I never expected Daddy would bolt on us, leaving me to either take care of Mama alone or call for help from Aunt Pearl, a woman he used to make fun of but now spoke of almost reverently in his letters.

Things I took for granted in Baltimore — electricity, a library, a school with books, paper, indoor plumbing, paved roads — were gone. And even though we’d heard there might be blackouts back at home, every night here was a blackout since there were only oil lamps — which weren’t bright enough to be seen past the drapes pulled to of an evening. There was no need for heavy blackout curtains or patrols.

Mostly, I decided as I kicked at a rock before I reached the school clearing, it was different because it wasn’t home. I didn’t like that it was fast becoming too familiar, too much what I was growing used to. Even my mother was beginning to show that she was accepting this as home. Because lately she did come out of her room, had begun to eat tiny amounts, was getting some fresh air. That galled me, though I felt shame to admit it — I should have rejoiced at these small pieces of hope, but I was still all jumbled inside that it took my aunt Pearl’s pushiness and bossiness to bring Mama back from her deep plunge into a black abyss instead of me. Or from my father, who should have been at our side. And I felt shame that all of this was so clearly feeling like a ray of hope.

While I was admitting things, while I was being honest, I had to put it to myself that Aunt Pearl wasn’t the ungainly woman I’d always said. Sure, she was taller than Mama, no doubt about it. She was a woman with a dominant personality, a woman to be reckoned with, and I supposed that had made her seem unattractive.

But when you truly looked at her, as I was doing today, really looked, she wasn’t bulky or any of the words I’d used or that my father had used.

She was a woman who simply didn’t take the care my mother, and women like my mother, did, with fashionable dresses of the day, with shoulder pads or belts to emphasize narrow waists or pumps to make calves look slim.

She dressed for need. As did everyone else in Snowden.

Except for Moselle Toms.

It seemed I was wrong about so much in my life. I wondered, briefly, if this meant I needed to think more about my father, but I was flat-out tired of thinking about the people in my life who weren’t quite what I’d thought. Plus there I was at the school, where thinking of a different sort was expected. I sighed and took another step toward my day.

I slowed as I saw Russell talking to Sara Ann. I’d never seen him talking to any of the students except for the little ones like Bobby, so I paused. She leaned against the elm tree, and he stood back from her, hovering at the bottom of the steps. They weren’t standing close, but they were . . . together. Russell held something in his right hand, something he tossed casually up and down. It’d sail up about even with his face, then drop to his hand. Sara Ann’s dimples peeked through her plump cheeks as she giggled with him.

I stopped and my legs felt like weights. It was all I could do to lug myself up the schoolhouse stairs. I stepped as carefully as I could, considering my legs weighing tons, but neither Russell nor Sara Ann noticed me at all. I tried to focus on what Russell was throwing in the air.

I watched the object as I backed through the doorway. It was a small carving, an animal shape, perhaps. Before I could give it more thought, Bobby closed his little hand over mine. “Hey, Ellen.”

“Hey.”

“I brought an evergreen log today — can you smell it?”

I nodded and looked to the big stove that Miss Spencer kept going for warmth. She was pushing in sprigs of evergreen, certainly not the log Bobby’d implied, but it was nice; it smelled of Christmas to me.

Soon Miss Spencer sliced the air with the sound of her bell. Sara Ann came in and sat beside me. She leaned over and whispered, “Russell’s not so bad, is he? I wondered how you could stand him, but he’s really very nice.” Russell was nowhere to be seen. I dismissed him from my mind, turned my back to Sara Ann, and readied my slate for the first assignment.

After school, I walked toward Aunt Pearl’s. And I knew he was there, at the curve near the river, before I saw him. He cleared his throat. “You got anything for me?”

“What in the world would I have for you?” I walked on past him.

Russell shrugged. “Problems, some reading work. Usual stuff.”

“Oh.” I peeked over my shoulder. “I thought you were looking for a secret message from someone special.” I tried to giggle like Sara Ann.

“Stop that!” Russell clutched my wrist in his hand tightly.

“Ow!” I jerked away and rubbed at my tender wrist.

Russell lowered his gaze. “Sorry.” He looked up at me, and his eyes were blazing. “You shouldn’t have teased, though. That ain’t nice.”

I rubbed my wrist more.

I sneaked a peek at him quickly. He didn’t really look sorry; his eyes still burned, and he didn’t seem contrite. My stomach felt coiled and tight, almost nauseous. What if he stayed mad? Who would I have? I tried to keep my voice light. “Well, I’m sorry too, I suppose. I shouldn’t have been teasing you. I just never think of you liking girls.”

Russell blushed. “I like ’em. But only Sara Ann. None others.”

“Not me?” I asked. My hand covered my mouth. Had I really said that?

Russell’s confused look confirmed that indeed he didn’t like me, that I had let my thoughts air out loud. He explained, “Not like that. I mean, you’re teaching me. Helping me. Like a friend, I guess. But not a girlfriend.”

I turned away and began to walk again. “Is it because of my mother that you can’t think of me as a girlfriend?”

Russell fell in beside me. “No, Ellen, you got no call to be ashamed of your mama. And that ain’t it at all. It’s just, well, you’re younger than me by a lot. And you’re a city girl. And . . .” He shoved his big hand through his thatch of blond hair. “You’re just my friend. I like that I have a friend. I don’t want to mess it up with all that love stuff, ’cause I never had a friend before.”

“Not even Sara Ann?”

He looked surprised. “No. Nobody. Before I met you, I, well, I never even tried to talk to Sara Ann. She wouldna listened. You showed ’em, some of ’em anyway, that I could be . . .” His voice trailed off. He put a palm on my shoulder. It lay there, heavy and warm, and I stopped to look at him. He spoke again.

“Uh, about your ma. I been thinking about what you said. I think, no disrespect intended and all, but I think your pa is wrong about her. I talked with my mama — don’t worry, I made her swear to keep it a secret and all — but she said as how she’s seen lots of people like your ma and it ain’t” — he scratched his head, remembering — “it ain’t a choice. It’s a part of your ma like the way some folks always look at things happy and some folks don’t. It just . . . beats her sometimes.”

We walked in silence for a while.

He spoke hesitantly. “I got some time this afternoon. Any lessons?”

I smiled. “Okay.”

Russell struggled with the idea of adding on, even when I let him use his fingers. We moved up Three Sisters’ Knob, trying to find something I could use to make him see the concept.

“Why can’t I just count ’em every time? It ain’t like I can’t use the practice of counting?”

“I know, but when you need to work with large numbers, going back to start at one takes too long.”

He picked up a pinecone and tossed it up. I asked him, “Say, Russell, what were you tossing when you were talking with Sara Ann?”

“Huh?”

“You had some little carving, or something, in your hand. I just wondered what it was.”

“Whittling.” He looked at my face, and I suppose it looked blank because he went on. “I like to whittle. Make deer and coons and dogs and such. Just to keep my hands busy.”

“May I see?”

He reached in his pocket, drew out the small wooden shape, and placed it in my hand. It was a raccoon, meticulously realistic, even down to individual rings on the bushy tail. “Russell, this is good!”

He waved his hand dismissively. “Ain’t nothing. Anybody can do that. It’s my drawing I’m proud of.”

I nodded. “Still, I can’t do this. Could you make one for me?”

Russell shook his head.

“Please? You said you wanted to give me something for teaching you; well, this is what I want.”

He shrugged. “I reck — shh.” He interrupted himself and closed his large hand across my wrist, but gently this time. “Look.”

I followed his gaze and saw a family of deer emerging from a thicket. “Watch,” Russell whispered.

He clapped his hands together, and the largest of the deer raised its tail, flicking up the white underside. The other deer snorted, fled back into the cover of the thicket.

“Why did you do that?” I demanded. “I wanted to look at them.”

“Too good a target. We ain’t the only ones on this mountain.”

“Hmmm.” I didn’t know of anyone else, but I didn’t argue. “The babies are getting pretty big.”

“Probably April babies. Fawns are born April to June.”

“I’d like to see them when they’re first born.”

Russell laughed. “You won’t.”

“I might. Just because I’m a ‘city girl’ doesn’t mean I couldn’t notice the mama deer.”

He nodded agreeably. “Yep. But seeing the mama doesn’t mean you’ll see the fawns. She don’t hang around them much when they’re first born.”

“You’re teasing.” I handed the wooden raccoon back to him.

Russell crossed his heart with his whittling as he talked. “Honest. A mother deer licks her babies right away, then leaves them. She comes back to the nesting place a few times a day to nurse, but she goes again after a little while. She doesn’t want her scent to be too strong around them. The fawns don’t have much scent of their own, so they can’t attract hungry animals, and they blend in pretty good with the forest floor. She leaves to protect them.”

I nodded, swallowed hard. I picked up a stick, swallowed twice more, and worked to clear a space in the forest growth with my foot. “Think back to when the deer started to run. One deer raised its tail before it ran. So, we start with the number one and . . .”

I stopped. There was someone standing behind me. Russell stared but even if he hadn’t, I could feel someone close, looming, breathing. I knew who would be there even before I looked.

I turned slowly. Rooster Armentrout glared at me. I smelled him, a mix of body odor, old liquor, mint, and some sort of gamey smell — had he been checking the traps? I took a step back.

“There ain’t gonna be no schooling going on.” He brushed me aside and stuck a finger against Russell’s chest, poking him with every word. “I ain’t gonna tell you again. Get your sorry ass to them traps. Now!”

Russell scuttled off. Mr. Armentrout turned to me, jerked my wrist where Russell had squeezed it just an hour or so before. “And I cain’t make it no clearer for you, missy. Stay away from here and away from Russell. He’s got work to do.”

I started to snap back — Moselle Toms said I could handle him. He was nothing but a bully. But there was a fierceness in his eyes that I couldn’t meet, and I remembered Aunt Pearl’s words: Be careful around that family. I meekly replied, “Yes, sir.”

He released my wrist and went slinking up the mountain. My God, he showed up almost every time Russell and I got together; it was like he had some sort of connection that enabled him to find us. I collapsed against a sturdy oak and slid to the ground. My legs were shaking so badly, they couldn’t hold me up another minute.

I rubbed my wrist, now reddened and aching. I remembered how angry Russell had been, how his eyes held lightning flashes the way his father’s had just a minute before. Would Russell grow to be another Rooster? That spot on my wrist was exactly where Russell had grabbed me. Mama flashed into my mind: her paper-thin skin, her dry and unused voice, the sadness emanating from her. Did people simply grow into the people their parents were?

I walked to Aunt Pearl’s and glanced around me, trying to see what Russell might see. I spotted nothing, though. I don’t mean I failed to notice the beauty of nature. My friend had already attuned me to that. For example, the leaves were now scarce, and the bare trees had a new loveliness (the word being one of my contributions to our friendship).

The stark trees were now able to show their true shapes, branches reaching to the sky, each different like arms or fingers touching the sun or the clouds, and the bark of each tree showed me, under Russell’s careful teaching, the kind of tree it was. My third-grade leaf study hadn’t been so thorough.

And my thoughts led me back to Moselle Toms. I wished I’d never agreed to go to her house for Thanksgiving.

She wasn’t anyone I wanted to be around. And I made up my mind to get out of that promise.
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THERE WAS STILL NO LETTER from Daddy.

I’d told Russell I was tired of lectures from my father — and I was — and that I didn’t want to read any more about how wonderful Aunt Pearl was — and I didn’t — but I did want to hear from Daddy. Every day, when I’d check to see if Mr. Pritchard had left something or when I’d walk out to meet him in his carefully creased mail uniform, there was only empty space in the mailbox or an empty shake of Mr. Pritchard’s head if I caught him as he walked by. No letter.

It made me angry at first; maybe Daddy’d read my mind and decided not to write, but he should know me good and well, that I frequently made foolish wishes that I didn’t really want to come true.

I was in a pickle at Aunt Pearl’s house because of that very sort of thing. Sure, I’d wished that I could go to Moselle Toms’s house for Thanksgiving dinner, because Aunt Pearl didn’t try to stop me, didn’t insist I have Thanksgiving dinner with her. But after that wretched afternoon with Moselle Toms, I desperately wanted Aunt Pearl to demand I stay at the house on Thanksgiving. And I wanted it even more after listening to Moselle Toms tell me she could handle Rooster Armentrout, when I was sure no one could look him in those dark, mean eyes and cross him. The dinner with Moselle Toms loomed before me. A dinner with her chattering about herself, or gossiping about other people in a mean-spirited way, or sliding in comments about Mama and her “fragile” health — well, it just made me want to either cry or fly into a rage. Especially since I’d gotten myself into it just to be prickly with Aunt Pearl.

But then, as I thought about a letter from Daddy not coming, the dinner looked like less of a worry. I thought about the father I’d been so angry with. I didn’t know exactly why he might not be writing, but maybe it meant he was fighting. Suppose he wasn’t writing because he was injured? Or dead?

I wanted to talk to Russell about things, but I couldn’t. I was too busy avoiding him. Maybe Moselle Toms thought she could handle Rooster Armentrout, but I knew I couldn’t. Just thinking about his eyes blazing through me shook me with chills. If he didn’t want me to teach Russell, well, maybe that was a good idea.

I didn’t realize, though, how much I depended on Russell to share ideas with, how I counted on time spent with him to fill my day. Sure, I talked some with Bobby and even Sara Ann and Polly, but I had no real friends here; I’d allowed no one close enough to be my friend.

No one except for a lanky blond boy with a monster for a father and fingertips that turned out the finest animals you ever saw this side of Creation Week. I like that I have a friend, he’d said.

A week before Thanksgiving, Aunt Pearl invited Miss Spencer to join us for dinner. I protested with my usual pouting and silence, but to no avail. Miss Spencer came. Mama was propped at her end of the table, delicately mashing her potatoes with a fork, the starchy pile spreading across the figures on her plate. I cleared the ham off my willow tree — every night Aunt Pearl loaded the plate haphazardly, and I liked for that one spot to remain uncovered, so I could imagine the shade of the tree on a warm summer day.

A side of Aunt Pearl emerged as the evening wore on, a side I’d never seen. She was chatty, loquacious even, and she brought that quality out in Miss Spencer too. They covered subjects I’d never dreamed either of them cared a fig for — classic literature, world travel, opera even — as well as topics I’d expected them to cover: pickling and the lack of rain. Mama continued to mash her potatoes, stirring and stirring the butter.

After dinner, we settled near the fire, and Aunt Pearl and Miss Spencer continued a discussion of the values of a particular kind of stitch used for quilting. Mama was quiet, of course, propped in a chair close to the warming blaze. Aunt Pearl threw words at her, “Martha, you used to be so good at quilting” and “These colors remind me of that quilt we made when you were ten, Martha,” but the syllables lay flat where they fell. A hint of a smile danced across Mama’s lips once, but nothing more. I gladly adjourned to the kitchen to wash dishes and try to imagine an aunt Pearl who chittered like a little bird and — well, the image wouldn’t appear.

“Ellen,” Aunt Pearl called, “leave those and come in here, please.”

I left the roasting pan to soak and wiped my hands on the blue-and-white-checked drying towel. Miss Spencer waved me to a spot near her. “I brought you a first peek at my new purchase, Ellen.” She held up a thick book, the embossed leather cover causing my palms to itch I wanted to touch it so badly.

“It’s an encyclopedia of animals,” she said. “The illustrations are splendid, I think. Take a look.” She placed it in my ready hands and turned back to Aunt Pearl, who had brought out a quilt for them to repair together.

I sat on the floor, breathed in the brand-new book smell, and slowly turned pages. The great horned owl had a plump feathered body, and the text said that it hunts skunks, among other luckless nocturnal creatures. That reminded me of Russell, so I turned to the section on skunks as Aunt Pearl and Miss Spencer prattled on about the stitching choices.

Three basic kinds of skunks. Striped, hog-nosed, spotted. They can have many different stripe styles — including chips, swirls, and even solid-colored coats. The book said gray baby skunks tend to become white skunks, but they could turn out to be gray as well. Hmmm, I’d only seen black skunks. With that white stripe, of course.

When alerted to danger, I read, the skunk turns its rear, raises its tail, and patters its front feet. Then it hisses and spreads it haunches and . . . I closed the book. I knew all too well what happened then.

I became aware of the lowered tones of Aunt Pearl and Miss Spencer. I casually flipped through the pages again. I realized they thought I wasn’t listening to them at all, and indeed I had not been; they were talking about my classmates and me.

“A good year overall, then.” Aunt Pearl was concentrating on the material in her hands. She wasn’t looking at Miss Spencer.

“Well, yes, overall.”

Even I could pick up on the invitation to be asked about something. I lowered my head deeper into the book. I could feel Aunt Pearl’s quick check on me (did they think I was a moron? they must have, for they kept on talking as if I weren’t there). Aunt Pearl pressed for the details I knew Miss Spencer wanted to give.

“What is it? One of the children has you worried — it isn’t . . . ?” she asked, inclining her head toward me.

I practically had my nose in the book. How dare either of them talk about me when I was sitting right there!

“Goodness no. She’s a delight. In fact, I think she’s been a good influence on him. He’s the problem . . . the Armentrout boy.”

“Russell?”

Miss Spencer nodded. “I don’t have any patience with him anymore — he’s never attended regularly, and for years I tried to get him to learn but” — she paused — “I started to see his failure as my failure, and, well, frankly, I’d gotten so I wished he’d just stop coming.

“But a few weeks ago, he showed up again, I gave a spelling test, and, well, you won’t believe this, Pearl, but he got them all right! All of them!”

“You’ve done a good job,” Aunt Pearl said, her large hands pulling together in a silent applause.

Miss Spencer shook her head. “Oh, no. I’ve done nothing for him. Seeing that test made me stop and think of exactly how I’ve treated him, and all I see is that I’ve yelled and sighed and balled up papers and smacked him with the ruler. Yes, I tried to teach him those first few years, but then I gave up, which is something no teacher is ever supposed to do, as you know. I stopped expecting anything from him, and I let him know that. But someone has done a good job with him.”

“So, what is it you’re worried about?”

Miss Spencer sighed and cleared her throat. “Well, I want to ask his father if he can come regularly to school. I want to ask Russell to consider letting me teach him. Try again.”

“That won’t be easy,” said Aunt Pearl.

My teacher sighed deeply. “No. I don’t know if you remember, I think it may have been before you came here to live, but I used to know Rooster. His older brother actually courted me. I went to their house once.” She took a deep breath. “And I never went again. I don’t think Rooster likes that I saw things there.” She groaned. “No, Rooster won’t cotton to me doing something with his boy. And I’ll never be brave enough to walk up that mountain to ask.”

Aunt Pearl tutted. Somewhere, in all the talking, I’d closed the book and just listened. They never noticed and it didn’t matter. I smoothed the cover of the beautiful book. Russell would love it, with all of those illustrations. But Russell would never see it, I was sure.

The next morning, I was surprised to stumble upon Russell’s mama as I returned from the outhouse.

“Mrs. Armentrout,” I said. “I didn’t expect to see you, uh, this early in the morning.” I anxiously looked around, sure Rooster Armentrout must be about.

She tucked a straggly hair behind her ear. “I’m out early of a morning every day. Morning is my time.” I tried to close my mind to the scene that played in my head — Rooster Armentrout passed out, drunk, Russell sleeping, Hannah Armentrout daring to slip off. I’d have never thought she’d be brave enough to risk it.

She looked around her, tracing the frost on the fence, gaping at the slight layer of silver hanging on the rim of the trees and grass, edging the world. “I love very icy mornings best. Then you can really see God’s outlining. But this frost works right nice too.”

I nodded. It did make things pretty, all sparkly and fresh-looking. “Won’t you come in? Aunt Pearl’s making buckwheat cakes this morning.”

“I’ve et already. Just come to visit your mama. Russell says as how she’s doing poorly. I gather herbs and healing plants in the summer, early fall, and . . . well, I thought I might help her a touch.”

I nodded, although I didn’t understand. Mama wasn’t ailing in a physical way as best I could tell — I’d asked Aunt Pearl about a doctor before we left Baltimore, and she’d pooh-poohed that idea quickly.

Entering the kitchen with Mrs. Armentrout made me realize the wonderful smell that always filled that room. Aunt Pearl had a pan of fried apples already finished, so the thick aroma of apples and cinnamon hung close; shortening sizzled, waiting for buckwheat batter to hit it, and my mouth watered in anticipation.

Aunt Pearl showed no surprise but greeted Russell’s mother with “Stay to breakfast.” Her firm hands spread toward the table. Mrs. Armentrout explained her purpose, and then I showed her to Mama’s room.

I paused at the doorway to watch her. Russell’s mother had a bruise below her left eye and a red ring, shaped like fingers, around her neck that I noticed as she took off her scarf.

She stepped into the room carefully, as if afraid she might shatter something. Mama perched on the edge of her rocker, looking at the world framed by her window. Mrs. Armentrout approached her with, I wasn’t sure, maybe caution? Reverence?

“Martha? It’s me, Hannah. Hannah Tucker. Well, Armentrout now. I married Rooster. You remember him? He took a shine to me when I was sixteen, the year after you left for boarding school.” Mrs. Armentrout looked down at her shoes. “Well, anyway, my boy says you’re poorly, and I thought maybe I could help you.” Mama looked blankly at Russell’s mother.

Mrs. Armentrout smiled. “I brought some goodies here in my basket. Let’s just see what we might put to use. I got some elderflower tea. You remember how we used to gather the elderflowers for my mama? She taught me to steep it in boiling water, only I do it for a tad longer than she did, and you can sweeten it, if you like.” She smiled at Mama, but Mama simply stared back.

“Or how about some lady slipper? I got me some yellow lady-slipper root and boiled it and strained it, and it’s ready for you to drink just like it is.” She held up a jar filled with a brownish muddy-looking liquid.

I wondered at Mrs. Armentrout. She’d seemed so timid and scared when up on that mountain. Yet here she was, trying to help Mama. And apparently, it wasn’t her first time away in the morning. What made her risk everything to come out of her world for a time? Did she, like Russell, feel God’s arms around her? Did she know that feeling he described, know it for herself especially in the morning?

A tap on my shoulder startled me. My first thought was that it must be God, but Aunt Pearl spoke in a low tone and I knew it was no omnipotent being. “Cakes are ready.”

“But . . .”

“You can’t help here. Hannah will either get her to take something or she won’t.”

I followed her to the kitchen and sat before my steaming stack of buttered buckwheat cakes. “Can she help Mama?”

Aunt Pearl set a bowl of fried apples on the table and eased into a chair. “I don’t know, girl. But it certainly can’t hurt.”

I stared at Aunt Pearl, willing her to go on. She cut a triangle, settled it on her tongue. She chewed, struggled. “Old Lady Tucker knew right much about healing. I suppose she could have taught Hannah. Once I had a bad earache. Hannah’s mama came and blew smoke from rabbit tobacco in my ear, and it stopped hurting before you could say ‘Bob’s your uncle.’”

I cleared the syrup from my willow tree. “Maybe she’ll help Mama, then.”

Aunt Pearl loaded her fork with another huge triangle of cakes. “Hope so. But it’s not an earache your mama’s got. So, don’t count on it, Ellen. Don’t count on it.”

I swallowed a buckwheat bite and let the syrupy warmth ease down my throat. I thought of my daddy, swallowed up and gone a continent away from me, and of my mama, two rooms and a world removed . . . and I counted on it with every breath I had in me.
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RUSSELL’S MAMA CAME VISITING almost every other morning. She brought all sorts of brews and chattered with Aunt Pearl about the concoctions — tincture of ginseng, a small plug of sweet-potato root mixed with maple syrup — I couldn’t keep up with the variety of homemade remedies. Some glowed beautiful colors, oranges and deep reds and bright yellows, like the leaves that had decorated the forest floor earlier in the fall. Some were mired in their jars, murky and muddy and dark. When Mrs. Armentrout spoke of each one, she held it as if it were a jar of gold, her fingers circling the glass reverently and gingerly, before she placed it carefully back inside her basket.

Mostly, though, she talked to Mama. Sometimes I listened; other times I had to head off for school, gather kindling, or shake out rugs. Mama never answered, but she watched Mrs. Armentrout closely. And, after a few visits, she smiled. She smiled the way the moon smiles down on the night.

“Martha, do you remember that time we made a pokeberry pie? Lord, but it was horrible!” Or “Martha, do you know I can see Three Sisters’ Knob as I come down our mountain and it makes me think of you? You always loved to make up stories of how that old mountain got its name.” Mama smiled and leaned toward Mrs. Armentrout and swallowed the elixirs offered. One day she even dressed herself and was waiting in the chair when Russell’s mama came in. But she still didn’t talk.

One day, Aunt Pearl met up with me after school, and we walked to the market. Mr. MacIntosh had an order of spices in, and Aunt Pearl wanted to get some paprika to use on her Thanksgiving turkey. I hoped I’d get a stick of hard candy.

Aunt Pearl deliberated carefully over the spices, sniffing them, fingering the jars. I hung over the pungent thyme, closed my eyes to imagine stories of Europe, stories that would have the purplish flowers of the bushy thyme plant. A boot-scraping sound interrupted my daydreaming. I opened my eyes to Mr. Armentrout.

Not him again, I groaned to myself.

His smell was overpowering. It wasn’t the musky smell his son exuded, however — or even his usual mint odor — it was the sharp smell of whiskey. He reached out and grabbed my wrist.

“Thought I told you to stay away from my boy.”

“I haven’t been near him,” I murmured.

Aunt Pearl put her hand on Mr. Armentrout’s. “Let go of my niece.”

Rooster Armentrout glared at Aunt Pearl with those lightning eyes, but when she didn’t lower her gaze, he released my arm. “She’s been told to do something; she ain’t doing what she was told.”

Aunt Pearl put herself between Mr. Armentrout and me, blocking my view. I huddled behind her as she said, “What have you told her to do?”

“Stay away from my boy. He don’t need her teaching.”

“Ellen” — Aunt Pearl turned to look at me — “have you been seeing Russell since Mr. Armentrout told you not to do so?”

“No, ma’am.”

She raised her head back to Mr. Armentrout. There wasn’t even a tremor in her voice. “You must be mistaken, Rooster. If Ellen says she hasn’t, then she hasn’t.”

“Stay away,” he said to me, his eyes narrowing.

I nodded and hovered near Aunt Pearl as Rooster Armentrout circled the store, watching me as he did.

Aunt Pearl acted as if nothing were wrong. She fingered the paprika jar she wanted and handed it to Mr. MacIntosh, a burly man who, like me, kept one eye on Rooster Armentrout. She said, “I love the smell of that, Mac, don’t you?” I raised my eyes in surprise — did she notice smells too? Then Aunt Pearl lingered over the meager button selection, edging a packet of large gold ones with her squarish nails.

Suddenly, she turned to Mr. Armentrout, hovering near the cheese wheel. “Rooster, seeing you reminds me of something I’ve been meaning to ask you. You saved me a trip up your mountain.”

Mr. Armentrout brightened at sounding like he’d done a service, and I realized with a start that even men like him appreciate a compliment. He smiled and I saw his teeth, those gleaming white teeth. They were so pure white, they were dazzling.

“As I’m sure you realize, it is just Martha and her girl and me, and it’s been years since Daddy passed. I have a few chores need doing around the house . . . I was wondering if you could spare Russell for a few hours every day to do, oh, odds and ends I need help with.”

The smile disappeared. “Russell’s a boy.” He slicked a hand through his hair, preening for all the world like a male peacock. “If you’re looking for a man, might need me.”

I thought of Mr. Armentrout shingling the roof above my room, his face close to my window, or fixing the small hole in the outhouse wall where cold air crept in and filled the spaces with chill and damp. I shuddered.

Aunt Pearl shook her head. “I wouldn’t dream of taking a man like you away from all you have to do to keep food on the table. Hard times these days and all. Still, I know Russell is big and strong. Perhaps you could loan him to me for . . . various jobs and I could pay him.”

Mr. Armentrout wavered. Aunt Pearl pressed her point. “I know Russell traps in the morning hours . . . a family tradition. But I wouldn’t need him until afternoons, say about three? Just for a couple of hours a day. Still leaves him plenty of time for his chores.”

I could see Mr. Armentrout wanted to say no. It was like his whole body was repulsed by the idea. His shoulders were tight up close to his neck; his body leaned away from Aunt Pearl’s words. But he licked his lips a few times and nodded.

“Thank you for being such a kind neighbor. I’ll look forward to seeing Russell tomorrow?”

Mr. Armentrout nodded again.

“Wonderful. Ellen, get a stick of that candy. Mr. MacIntosh, thank you for charging these items to my account.”

I wrapped my lips around a butterscotch and tried to keep up with Aunt Pearl’s huge strides.

Aunt Pearl’s voice shattered my thoughts. “It’d be helpful to me in the future if you would tell me what’s going on with you so I don’t have to learn it from the community.”

“Yes, ma’am.”

Aunt Pearl hesitated for a step to allow me to catch up. She glanced at me. “I told you before that Moselle Toms said as you were friends with Russell Armentrout. I dismissed that as ridiculous, but I didn’t know before she said something that you even had more than a passing acquaintance with the boy. Have you been teaching him?”

I lowered my head. “Yes, ma’am.”

She took a deep breath. “Well, good for you, child. Why did you stop?”

“He, Mr. Armentrout, told me to.”

We walked on, Aunt Pearl’s hurried gait moving us quickly to her house as she pursed her lips. “I’m paying for Russell’s time now. What I pay him to do in that time is up to me.” She strode on and I jogged, trying to stay with her. “You’ll be excused from gathering kindling and from washing dishes. That should free you up to teach him.”

I thought of the lovely china, my willow trees, and the path Russell and I found for collecting kindling — the one that let me watch a squirrel nest and the tiny burrow of a deer mouse. I’d found that; Russell hadn’t even noticed it until I pointed out to him the minuscule tracks I’d seen. “I don’t want to be excused. Please, ma’am. I’d like to just keep doing what I’ve been doing.”

“And teaching Russell?”

I thought of the lightning eyes of Rooster Armentrout. I thought of Aunt Pearl’s body, firmly planted between him and me. “Yes. I’d like to teach Russell again.”

The next day, Russell came at three. He shucked his coat and joined Aunt Pearl and me at the kitchen table.

“Russell,” she said, “I’m paying you to be here in this house. You’ll find that I can do most anything a man can do, sometimes better. But I don’t want you lying to your father. I’ll have you help me with one or two chores every day. What you and Ellen find to do after that, well, I can’t really say.”

“Yes’m.”

Russell and Aunt Pearl went out and patched the outhouse “situation.” Aunt Pearl poured Russell a glass of sweet buttermilk, and when she went to get Mama up from a nap, Russell slid in the chair next to mine and pulled some paper out from beneath his coat.

“I got some paper from Mr. MacIntosh. Look what I been doing.”

It was a book. Not like a book you see in a library, with binding and printed words and all. But each page of Russell’s book had words and illustrations, fabulous illustrations that jumped off the page and filled your mind with the life of them.

There was a porcupine, the quills looking so real, I was afraid to touch the page. He’d written that a porcupine must keep its teeth worn down, since it is a rodent, and that because porcupines love salt, they look for things, like canoe paddles or ax handles, that have been touched by sweaty human hands. He put it down in rough words of his own and the spelling was horrible — there weren’t many vowels — but I could tell what his message was.

The next page had footprints of different animals. He’d drawn the hooves of a white-tailed deer, the splayed step of a raccoon, the tiny marks of a deer mouse. The drawings were shaded, so lifelike that I felt I could reach out, touch them, and feel the heat of an animal that had stood in that spot seconds before.

“Russell, this is marvelous.”

He beamed.

“And you’re doing well with your writing too,” I said. “But you left out a few letters.”

“I know,” he admitted. “But I can’t keep them vowels you taught me straight. So, I just didn’t put in any of ’em.”

I shook my head. “Got to have vowels to have words.”

Russell sighed. “Go over the sounds again?”

We wrote and wrote, Russell confusing i and e and o and u over and over and over. I slid my chair back, its feet scraping across the floor, and explained again.

He nodded and said he’d think on it; time for him to head out. He decided to leave the book with me so I could write more on the word suggestions. He went to the living room, where Aunt Pearl had moved Mama. Mama was listening to Aunt Pearl reading from Psalms.

“Thank you, Miss Pearl. How do, ma’am.” He nodded to Mama.

My mother’s eyes drifted to him. She blinked. “You look like Hannah?” She said this in a tiny voice.

He smiled.

“Yes’m. I ’spect she’ll be by in the morning to see you.” He backed out and then, as he passed me in the kitchen, he smiled big and nodded. “Seems good.”

Yes, I thought. Yes, she did. So why did I feel worried something would go wrong?
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THANKSGIVING MORNING DAWNED overcast and chilly. A thick layer of frost decorated the world, and I thought of Russell’s mama and wondered if she was about in it. Had she always liked the mornings? Had she and Mama gone out to see touches of frost when they were new friends? I wished I could learn more about when they were girls, before the sad took Mama, before Rooster Armentrout took Hannah Tucker.

And how could she go out in the mornings now, knowing he might catch her, knowing his anger if he did? She was very brave or very stupid. I wasn’t sure which.

I stretched in bed and snuggled deeper under a drunkard’s path quilt. I tried to look properly scandalized when Aunt Pearl first told me the name of the design, although I could easily see why it had the name, with the sprawling path of the color blocks stitched askew on the plain white background.

Before I saw the drunkenness of Rooster Armentrout, Mama and I saw a drunkard once in Baltimore, when we were walking home from market. He wore a finely tailored suit, but it was stained and dirty, and he kept smoothing at his hair with his hand, as if that would somehow make him look reputable. He approached Mama with an “Excuse me, ma’am,” but she brushed by him and hurried me along. The smell of liquor hovered like a cloud around him and seemed to cling to my nostrils, because I swear I smelled it for blocks and blocks and blocks. Mama said that was nonsense, and I suppose it was, but sometimes, when I was about to fall asleep, even in Virginia, I could smell it again, and it would fill me with a hollowness that made me ache. Was Mama hollow when her sadness came?

Mama said, back in Baltimore when she still said things, that ladies don’t speak of drunkards or despair. Ladies. Hannah Tucker Armentrout didn’t say anything about her husband; she was a real lady. But Moselle Toms said plenty and, in my mind, she was no lady at all. But, of course, I hadn’t realized that in time to save myself from saying yes to an invitation that kept me awake much of the night before. That reminded me of the fact that I would be facing the dreaded Thanksgiving dinner in very little time.

I had overslept.

If only I could stay at the house, think about Mama, maybe even talk to Aunt Pearl about Mama’s younger days. I realized there was so much I didn’t know about the past, my mother’s past, Aunt Pearl’s past. Maybe I could figure out where Aunt Pearl got her money. More important, maybe I’d figure out ways to avoid becoming like Mama.

I sprang out of bed and hurried downstairs. The delicious odor of cooking turkey wafted through the entire house. Aunt Pearl worked at the sink, scouring a dirty pan.

“I’m sorry,” I said. “I overslept.”

She cast a glance over her shoulder and went back to her scrubbing. “I thought to let you sleep in. Teenagers need more rest.”

“I’m only twelve,” I reminded her.

She shrugged. “Close enough. Besides, it’s Thanksgiving. Your mama is still in bed.”

Mama was always still in bed, unless Aunt Pearl hauled her up. I edged toward my aunt, pulling my robe close. “Aunt Pearl, I’ve decided I don’t want to go to Moselle Toms’s house for Thanksgiving. I . . .”

“You accepted, did you not?”

“Well, yes, but . . .”

“Then you must go. In this family, we keep our obligations.”

I sat heavily in a chair at the table. “How would I know anything about family obligations? I don’t know anything about this family.”

“Rubbish,” she said. “Stuff and nonsense. Your mother has told you.”

I cut her off. “Mama has told me nothing. Or almost nothing.” I rose, pushed my chair against the table hard. “Just as well. Who wants to know anything about this family? I’ll get ready for Mrs. Toms’s.”

In my room, I pulled on whatever came to hand first. What did it matter what I wore? I represented a family of — well, I didn’t know how to finish that sentence. My mother had never told me anything about her upbringing. Russell’s mother had said something about Mama going off to boarding school, but I’d never heard about that before. Aunt Pearl had said something about the family moving here from Baltimore; I’d never known Mama grew up here. My family was a mystery, and it seemed my father might know some of it. Or all of it.

But no one had bothered to tell me.

I pulled on my coat and headed out the door. Angry. Confused. And determined to get this over with.

The walk calmed me some, although I was still so agitated, I didn’t look about or allow myself to think. I marched. Pure and simple. I marched, looking only at the old dead leaves on the path. At noon exactly, I arrived at Moselle Toms’s house.

She opened the door before I could even knock. “Greetings and Happy Thanksgiving,” she said. Her voice was welcoming, and she was wearing the most incredible outfit I’d ever seen. A jacket of brocaded silk, the color of cranberries, with flowing sleeves that were sheer and cuffed at the wrist. I wondered how she could cook in those sleeves. And she had . . . trousers. Trousers that were also of cranberry silk, but the brocade design was highlighted with touches of gold and silver. It was exquisite.

She laughed, a hearty guffaw that made a mockery of her elegance. “You like?” She pirouetted.

“Oh, yes,” I said. I thought of how Aunt Pearl had looked when I’d left, an old besmirched apron covering some old dress, her face slightly flushed from all the activity of putting together the meal: the turkey, dressing, gravy, mashed potatoes . . . A feast, and in the midst of preparing it, she was getting Mama ready, laying out the fine silver and those lovely dishes, setting a gorgeous table with an autumn theme — for while I wouldn’t be there, apparently there would be plenty of people there to share the Thanksgiving bounty. I’d left the house in a snit, but Aunt Pearl hadn’t noticed. She’d been busy, busy, busy — preparing for a meal of joy with honored friends who would know her wonderful cooking and her . . . love?

I stepped inside, ready to be enveloped in the smell of mashed potatoes, sweet potatoes, or hot turkey, ready to be in the house of a person who appreciated me. I inhaled deeply, but smelled only Moselle Toms’s strong, flowery perfume.

I smiled weakly and looked around, prepared to meet the elite of Snowden, to be gathered in by all of the society people Moselle Toms would host for Thanksgiving. Perhaps there was the family who owned the nearby paper mill, a family dripping in culture and knowledge. Or maybe Moselle Toms had invited a friend from Washington, D.C. — surely, she had acquaintances from big cities.

Rucker rose from his perch on one of the spindly chairs and nodded a greeting. No pencil sat behind his ear, yet he still somehow looked as if he’d just gotten up from a desk. He held a glass in his hand, plain and filled with cold tomato juice. He was the only other person in the room.

“Rucker, take her coat and offer Ellen some tomato juice. Then we’ll eat. You’re right on time, Ellen.” I accepted my tomato juice (which she had pronounced to-mah-to) and managed to get a couple of sips gagged down. Thick and viscous, the consistency always left me gagging slightly. Anyone who knew me knew that tomato juice (however it was pronounced) was not a beverage of choice if I had a choice.

Moselle Toms (I still could not make myself think of her by her first name alone) guided me to the table, a spindly, delicate object itself, and we perched carefully on the dining-room chairs. Food rested on the sideboard, the only sturdy piece of furniture I’d seen in the house. The room was dark, the drab draperies drawn.

Moselle Toms placed her thin hands into a clasp, and I realized she would lead the prayer. Her manicured nails, painted cranberry, of course, contrasted with her pale skin. “Lord,” she said, “thank you for the special food on our table and we offer our praise. Amen.” Her hands spread then, pointing to the display of food on the sideboard. She crowed, “Our entire dinner is catered. I read about it in one of the ladies’ magazines, and this is all the rage in big cities like Baltimore. Now, it’s true that no one brought it right to us — I mean who in little old Snowden would know a thing about that? — but I had a caterer prepare it, and then I brought it here myself. Met her Tuesday. I had to work quite a bit, let me tell you, coordinating gourmet foods and traveling needs, but Rucker said, ‘Spare no expense. You deserve the best.’ I mean, why in the world would I want to spend the entire day slaving in the kitchen when we can have the food fixed ahead of time by someone else?”

I looked at Rucker, who kept his hands in his lap and his eyes on his plate. His empty plate.

“Fine homes, like this one, serve from the sideboard, not family style. So, as our guest, please take your plate and help yourself, Ellen.”

I rose, with Rucker close behind me, and moved through the line of offerings on the sideboard. They were meager. A cold turkey, sliced so thinly you could just about see through each slice, tomato aspic, jellies, pickles, and a tray of some sort of pastry rolled around a grayish mixture. I took a bit of each, saw that my plate still looked amazingly empty, and eased back onto my seat at the table.

“Eat up! I am just so excited, I could pop. A catered meal and, let me tell you, Ellen, it was no easy trick to pull this off.” She smiled at me, her lips perfectly drawn with her cranberry-shaded lipstick. “I had to go to Roanoke — can you believe Lynchburg doesn’t have a single caterer to meet my standards? And Rucker was working on the paper mill’s books, so I had to do it all by myself.”

I nibbled at the pastry item. The gray mixture tasted a lot like I imagined paste would taste. I knew a boy in second grade who ate paste. I wished he were at the table to eat mine.

“Um, thank you for inviting me, Mrs. — I mean, Moselle. It was kind of you to include me.” I slid my tongue around my teeth, hoping I didn’t have any gray stuck on them when I was talking.

I cut my turkey, sitting cold on a plain white plate. I could tell it was fine china — it had that clear sound to it when my knife propped against the edge — and I know plain white can be elegant, but it was so unadorned, so . . . plain, that it appeared bland. I suppose Moselle Toms herself did sparkle more next to those plates, a nice contrast, you might say, as with the cranberry polish and her skin, but I missed the pattern on Aunt Pearl’s willow dishes. Or perhaps I was just missing home (had I really started thinking of it in that way?), and I was just being too harsh and judgmental.

“You know, honey, it’s really so nice to have a friend like you. I mean, I haven’t had anyone to talk to for ages, isn’t that right, Rucker?” He nodded and I smiled, trying not to make my knife screech as I cut my sliver of turkey. She went on. “Everyone around here only cares about canning and tatting and whether there’ll be a good harvest. What I want to talk about is fashion and hairstyles and, well” — Moselle Toms looked at her plate — “I’ve just never cared for the things that are important in this community. Always an outcast.”

I stopped chewing. Adults could feel like outcasts too? I nodded and swallowed. I guess I hadn’t thought about the fact that what set Moselle Toms apart from Aunt Pearl was what would set her apart from most everyone in Snowden. I tried to smile a bit more, while still ignoring the casual questions she asked about Mama’s “condition” or my relationship with Russell.

Moselle Toms scarcely touched her food, and she danced from one topic to another. “Oh, Ellen, honey, you should’ve seen the spectacle at MacIntosh’s the other day.” “Ellen, did I tell you about the time Rucker took me to New York City?” “Ellen, have you noticed the way Pearl rubs her nose with her wrist just like you do? Like two peas in a pod. I always say, an apple never falls far from the tree. I say that all the time, don’t I, Rucker?” Rucker said nothing, just shoveled more of the gray paste into his mouth.

I tried to respond as best I could, agreeing that hats were an important part of an outfit, that gloves added a nice touch. I stayed quiet on the observation that Aunt Pearl and I shared a mannerism — could that be true? — and finally accepted the obvious fact, though with a sinking feeling, that Moselle Toms was a surface person. I found this more dismaying than her desperate nosiness, her nasty gossiping. I doubted very much that she’d ever noticed the sky in the morning; I didn’t think she ever talked to Mr. Pritchard when he delivered her mail. I sighed as slightly as I could. It wasn’t the food alone that was causing me to feel dismayed; it was the conversation and the way I felt in this house. A person I thought I “clicked” with was no deeper than the leaves I’d kicked around on my way walking here. This confirmed what I’d thought before about myself.

At the end of the meal, she served a flaming rum pudding — at least I think that’s what she said it was. It tasted scorched and had hard raisins in it and was so bad I wished for the thick tomato juice instead. At last, mercifully, the meal ended and I begged my leave. Moselle Toms, I learned, spent every Thanksgiving afternoon “resting” — although I don’t know how a person could get tired from having a catered meal. I had a feeling it might not be napping Moselle Toms had in mind; perhaps she’d be planning her next “social success.” Whatever she had to do, I wanted out of there all the same. I certainly didn’t want to talk to Rucker, so I thanked Moselle Toms and hurried away.

After I got down the road a ways, I decided to stroll around; I wasn’t ready to go back to all the wonderful smells at Aunt Pearl’s, smells that matched good food I’d missed. Warm turkey, earthy sweet potatoes swimming in freshly churned butter, hot homemade rolls. The dinner at Moselle Toms’s, in its emptiness, had reminded me of all I used to have with Thanksgiving in Baltimore: mornings filled with endless cooking and busy chatter, Daddy peeling potatoes, Mama caught up in the holiday spirit as she mixed and baked and basted, and me the official taster. I kicked at the frozen ground.

“Got a problem with dirt?” It was Russell, his plaid jacket buttoned tight and a hat pulled low to cover his ears from the chill.

I laughed. “No. Just a little frustration.” I looked at him more closely. “Why are you out on Thanksgiving? Aren’t you celebrating the holiday?”

Russell snorted. “Traps gotta be checked. Ain’t no holiday at my house. Least not for me or Ma.”

I closed my eyes a moment and imagined what Thanksgiving would be like there. His dad, drunk, passed out maybe, if they were lucky, and his mama, tiptoeing about so as not to upset him. I shuddered and thought again of the Thanksgivings I’d enjoyed in Baltimore with Daddy and Mama, the delicious smells and the time to talk and reminisce.

I opened my eyes to find Russell looking at me. I shrugged. “Well, I’d invite you to Thanksgiving at Aunt Pearl’s, but I wasn’t invited either. I had to go to Moselle Toms’s house.”

Russell smiled sympathetically. “Hmm. Want to walk?”

I fell in beside him, and we aimlessly plodded the path to Aunt Pearl’s. “One year, Mama was really . . . strong, you know?” He nodded. “We invited half of the neighborhood, it seemed like. Mama loved to have parties, did I tell you that? The Smarts were there, and the Campers. Oh, we must have had close to twenty people, what with the McNeils and the Pirkles. The McNeils had quite a brood. And Mrs. Smart brought a delicious pound cake that slid down your throat like butter. And Mama laughed and ate until she thought she would bust and . . . and well.” We walked in silence.

“What’d you have for eating at Mrs. Toms’s?” Russell offered his words carefully.

I shook my head. “Not much.” I didn’t feel like explaining catered meals and fancy food. “Have you eaten today?”

“Had some breakfast. Went out early and got some tree sugar. Mama boiled it and we had it on biscuits. That’s my favorite.”

“It’s just maple syrup.”

Russell looked at me like I was stupid. “I suppose you could call it that. But it’s tree sugar here. No need to be snooty, Ellen.”

I shook my head. “Sorry, really. I’m sorry.” I smiled at my friend. “Besides, tree sugar is a much prettier name.”

Russell sniffed and looked up. “Smells like snow.”

I took a deep breath, something I hadn’t been able to do around Russell until a few days earlier, when, because of the cold, the skunks took to hibernating. I spoke truthfully. “I don’t smell anything.”

He smiled. “It’s there, though. I cain’t describe it; it’s a lightness or maybe a heaviness.” He shrugged. “A thick smell in the air, and I know it’ll snow soon.”

I looked at the sky. Gray rolls of clouds banked like the pleats of a skirt. It looked like weather, that was sure. I pulled my coat closer, wished for the trousers that lay in my drawer back in Baltimore.

“You two coming in?” It was Aunt Pearl, calling from the porch. “There’s a turkey in here waiting.”

Russell began to stutter. “No, ma’am, I . . .”

She came down the steps heavily, her Sunday dress swirly about her calves, and grabbed us, one arm in each sturdy hand. “Now, I got all this food in here; it can’t go to waste. Come along.”

“But I thought you’d eaten already,” I said.

Aunt Pearl shook her head. “Sakes alive, child, I couldn’t have my Thanksgiving without you among us. Besides,” she sniffed, “in Baltimore, we never ate holiday dinners before three in the afternoon. It simply wasn’t done.” And she winked at me.

We allowed ourselves to be led in. The hall blazed with light; candles filled the surface of the occasional table and even the newel post. The lanterns were lit for the first time since my arrival in September. Light flooded the spaces, and a feeling of gaiety hovered.

Turkey, hot and juicy, thickened the air. Buttery sweet potatoes, earthy pumpkin pies. My nose tickled with delight.

“Russell, run home and get your mama,” Aunt Pearl said. “Mr. Pritchard will wait to slice that bird.”

I peeked into the living room and saw Mr. Pritchard standing by the fireplace, holding a glass of cider in one hand, a carving knife in the other. He waved the knife, then carried it to the dining room. When he came back into the room, I noticed his vest, the buttons sparkling like diamonds, his brilliant red bow tie, and his shoes, spiffy and shining. Miss Spencer was seated at one end of the sofa in the living room, with Mama placed beside her. Both of them wore their Sunday best, although Mama’s dress, the corduroy shift she’d bought with a matching blouse, hung loosely on her, like a sack. Everyone looked flushed, even Mama, there beside the blazing fire, but I knew most of the flushes were not just from the heat; they were from laughing and camaraderie and joy. A peek in the dining room amazed me. The table gleamed like an ornament on a Christmas tree, sparkling with genuine crystal, heavy silver, and delicate china.

“Take off your coat, and prepare two more places, child,” Aunt Pearl urged me. “We’ve always room for our neighbors.”

I shrugged out of my coat and let the warmth of the house invade my cold bones. I set places with the lovely willow plates, surrounded them with the sturdy silver. I lit the candles on the table, the tapers held in clever miniature porcelain turkeys. I stood behind my chair, traced the willow on my plate, as I listened to Mr. Pritchard tease Aunt Pearl about the strength of her cider. After a spell of time, I heard Aunt Pearl greet Russell and his mother, and then, in a flurry, we sat.

Aunt Pearl, opposite Mr. Pritchard at the head of the table, reached out firmly and took my hand in her right and Mama’s in her left. Easily, without hesitation or awkwardness, everyone else at the table joined hands, a circle of friends united. My aunt spoke in her strong voice. “Most heavenly Father, we thank you for this food we are to receive. It is a blessing in this time of want. And we thank you for the family and friends who are gathered to eat of it. We each have much to be thankful for. Our prayers ask that you will look out for those who aren’t among us and return them safely to us for our next Thanksgiving. Amen.”

Mr. Pritchard carved the turkey and presided over the meal, family style, although how we found room for all of it on the table, I will never know. Corn pudding, yams, yeast rolls, turkey, gravy, cranberry sauce (and, yes, I did think briefly of Moselle Toms), green beans, mashed potatoes, homemade pickles and jellies, golden apple butter . . . We ate and ate, and then all of that was cleared away, and there was pumpkin pie, coconut cake, sweet-potato pie, brown-sugar pie, whipped cream. I didn’t worry once about the willow providing shade — I covered the entire plate and ate until the shapes and designs appeared beneath my disappearing food.

Food spilled off Mr. Pritchard’s plate even more than it did from mine. He didn’t exactly talk with his mouth full, but he always seemed to be talking. “Lord, Pearl, but this is the finest meal I’ve et in a long time. Why, the yeast rolls alone are manna sent from above.”

“Hush, John Pritchard!” Aunt Pearl blushed and held her napkin in front of her face. “You go on.”

“I mean it. Who agrees this is a meal fit for a king?”

We all nodded. A hearty and vaguely familiar “Oh, yes” from my left. I glanced and noticed how Russell’s mama had gotten my mama to heap her plate and kept her occupied with stories so she ate and listened and looked almost a part of us again.

I looked closer. Mama wasn’t so thin as she’d been, when her wrists were a whisper of flesh and her shoulders a shiver of skin. She’d arranged her hair carefully, instead of the tangled mess that usually sat atop her head. Her eyes didn’t look through us but at us. Whether it was Mrs. Armentrout’s potions or her visiting or just her gentle talking, Mama was getting better.

I looked at Russell and smiled.

We cleared the table, Russell and I, amid the groans of the overstuffed adults. I washed, he dried, and we listened to the voices from the living room. Aunt Pearl and Mr. Pritchard and Miss Spencer, their words full and boisterous, talking of days growing up; Mrs. Armentrout’s and Mama’s quiet murmurs from beside the fire.

“I ain’t never had so much to eat in my whole entire life,” Russell said.

“Me neither. And, Russell, the talking.”

He looked puzzled.

“It was just so nice to hear talking at the table. Sitting in the middle of stories and jokes and laughing. It was like . . . home again.” I walked out the back door he held open and pitched the dirty dishwater. “Let’s look at your book some more.”

I put on a kettle for tea and pulled the book from a drawer, smoothing it on the table. “I’ve been thinking about what’s missing from this book, Russell.” I pointed to the completed pages. “You don’t have any skunks. You have to put in skunks.”

Russell smiled. “Well . . .”

The door flew open, and a blast of cold wrapped around my legs. “What in the hell is going on?”

Rooster Armentrout.
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I SCURRIED from my spot as Moselle Toms’s voice scattered around the room. “Now, I figured they’d be around, and look-a here — there’s your boy. I told you, Rooster, didn’t I?” But Rooster Armentrout wasn’t listening to her, nor was he trying to catch me with his fierce glare. It was Russell. It was Russell he was after. My friend sat at the table, snared by the surprise of his father as sure as a skunk caught in a trap. He didn’t raise a hand, didn’t turn his head, didn’t scramble as I did for the safety of the other room.

Mr. Pritchard met me at the kitchen doorway, his vest flying open and his hands pulling me behind him. I peeked around his burly frame when he blocked the door and felt Aunt Pearl’s strong fingers close on my shoulders.

I closed my eyes and smelled an odor I knew from before, a cloud of liquor clinging to my nostrils. And the hollow feeling was there, but it began to fill with fear.

Rooster Armentrout flung a backhanded blow that caught Russell square on his jaw. He went down hard, and while he was down, Rooster slammed his hairy hand atop the book sitting open on the table.

“And this? Is this what you been doing instead of working? This?”

“Pa, wait. I . . .”

“I said no schooling.”

Rooster Armentrout strode quickly to the stove, where the water had just begun to whistle. He shoved aside the kettle, spilling hot water wildly, the whistle fading like a Fourth of July rocket that’s fizzled in the night. Quickly, he pitched the pages into the flame, and they caught and . . . Russell’s book was no more.

I inhaled with a gasp and realized I couldn’t get the “no” that I wanted to scream to even come out of my mouth in a whisper. Aunt Pearl’s fingers bit into my shoulders, but no words came from her either.

We watched the fire until the last page curled, the deer pictured there disappearing into the creeping blackness of the flame. The sharp smell of burning and the thick smell of sorrow filled the kitchen. I began to cry.

“Git home. Now.” Mr. Armentrout pointed to Russell, and then his flinty gaze locked on his wife, who pushed mutely past those of us blocking the door.

Mrs. Armentrout was halfway out when Russell’s soft voice answered his father. “No.”

Russell stood, his lanky arms dangling dead at his sides, his shoulders down like a whipped puppy. But he raised his head then and looked his father straight in the eye. “No.”

“Godammit, when I say move, boy, you’d best get your ass to move. Now, I said git home.” Rooster Armentrout lifted his hand, and I could feel myself shrinking back, modeling for Russell what he ought to do, must do; Russell stepped forward and grabbed that lifted hand in a steel grip of his own. It made a sound like a cracking whip, and again I felt my body pull back a bit. “It won’t go on, Pa. It can’t. I ain’t going to let this go on. I won’t be coming home.”

Mr. Armentrout’s hand fell from Russell’s grasp, and his eyes smoldered like the ruined pages of Russell’s book. The terrible look on his face withered me from my place behind Mr. Pritchard. But Russell didn’t back down.

Finally, Rooster Armentrout took his wife’s arm roughly and, as they headed out and up their mountain, the sky opened and the first heavy snowflakes fell.

I sat by the small window in my room, watching the snow, my feet and legs wrapped in the warmth of the drunkard’s path quilt. A soft tap sounded.

Aunt Pearl’s head peeked in. “Your mama’s resting now. It’s all right.”

I nodded. “I thought she’d be okay.”

“And you?” Aunt Pearl swept into the room, tidying the clothes I’d thrown off and abandoned on the floor.

“Why did she bring him here? Why didn’t she just take a nap when she said she would?”

Aunt Pearl rubbed her nose with her wrist. “Met him when she went out to tell Rucker to do something, no doubt.

“Ellen, I’m positive she meant no harm. She likes to cause mischief — has ever since she was fifteen and she knocked over an apple display at MacIntosh’s store with calamitous, though attentive, results. But not even Moselle Toms would deliberately start the trouble we saw today. Surely you saw her face when Rooster smacked his boy. Watching her edge out of the kitchen with that mix of fear and revulsion and shame — I felt pure sorry for her.”

I felt nothing of the kind. “What will happen to Russell?” I asked. “He can’t stay with Mr. Pritchard forever.”

Aunt Pearl sank onto the bed, her fingers no longer able to pretend at the folding of my dress. “Perhaps not. But he’ll find something. Someone here will help him through this. We all will. As we should have helped him before.”

I turned my head back to look out the window, to take in the view of the collecting snow, the mountain turned white and frosted with a thick layer of quiet. I wondered how it looked and felt to Russell’s hibernating animals, the raccoons he liked and the playful woodchucks. And the skunks.

Aunt Pearl’s voice was hushed. “You said as how Martha didn’t tell you things. You said you didn’t know about your family. Is that so, child?”

I nodded.

A heavy sigh filled the space between us. “Oh, my dear, then I am so sorry. You must be filled with questions. I never thought, I mean, I thought your daddy . . . Well, I guess I should get some things straight for you.”

She smoothed my dress, still clutched in her fingers, the soft blue corduroy spreading beneath her palms. “I spent the first years of my life — just as you did — in Baltimore. As did your mother. We didn’t always live here.” I nodded. “Oh, yes, Baltimore. A city of wonder and charm. And distinctive sad memories for me.

“I was a bit younger than you when it hit my own mother — if I’m remembering right.” She waved a hand and looked off, searching her memory. “It was long ago and, to be honest, it seems sometimes like it was always.

“Anyway, it packed a wallop then — the sadness, the depression, the overwhelming emptiness that now possesses your mother. I imagine there were hints of it before that, but I never noticed. I was the kind of girl who spent most of her time with friends, visiting and running and playing stickball in the streets. I was quite a tomboy.” She smiled. “And I clung to childhood. It seemed . . . safer . . . than growing up. When I think back on it, I suppose I must have had an idea of something being wrong, wanting to keep life simple the way it is in childhood; I never invited friends to my house, and, as I got older, I tried to stay away as much as possible. Things weren’t right at my house. Just as you, perhaps, had an idea of something wrong too?”

I nodded slowly, aware again of the occasional angry days and the more frequent empty ones, the days I’d talked about with Russell.

Aunt Pearl pursed her lips and went on with her tale. “I came home one day — I must have been ten or so — and found Martha looking at a book about dresses by the fading fire and my mother holed up in her room. There was no dinner made, no care being paid to any of the family. Father came home from work — he owned a prosperous bookstore — and that was the beginning of the end of Baltimore.”

I turned from the window and looked at my aunt Pearl. She told her story without a lot of emotion, without a lot of fanfare. But her words were laced with sadness all the same.

“Mother never got out of bed after that. Never. A few years passed, years when Father and I went about life much as we always had. Actually, I suppose that isn’t true. I changed. I had to. I took on the shopping, the planning of meals, making money stretch to feed us, to pay for medicines I heard about. But Father plunged on with life as it had been. It didn’t work. He couldn’t handle the way people talked, couldn’t handle the shame of . . . mental problems in his house. He decided Mother would get well if we came here, to Virginia. He had people from Snowden, a great-uncle, and so, when I was only thirteen, he sold the business and packed up our lives and we came here.”

My mind easily imagined that — I knew what it was to flee an old life. I hadn’t gotten to say goodbye to my books; I wondered if Aunt Pearl got to say goodbye to her friends. Or whether she still had friends to say goodbye to?

“Father found a niche here for himself. He was more educated than most folks around Snowden; he automatically became the schoolteacher. It was quite a change for us.” She smiled. “You’re probably thinking about money, but we never hurt for that. I saw to that. It’s true that schoolteachers don’t make a lot of money, but it didn’t matter much, because I have quite a head for numbers, and I took what he’d made from his bookstore, a tidy sum, and invested it in the paper plant and a few other businesses I’d taken notice of in Baltimore, even if I was only a ‘slip of a girl’ when we left. Folks didn’t take me seriously at first, being only a woman, and a girl to boot, but that worked out well, actually. We’ve done all right. The fact that men don’t really see women as potential money managers works well when you have money. I wouldn’t say we’re rich but” — she nodded slowly — “we’re all right. Money still comes regularly, even with the war. Came through the Depression, although that was tight, I must admit.” Aunt Pearl held her chin up.

“It was the other things that were hard. Mother never got better. She went in her bedroom, the empty room across the hall, and she never came out. Lived in there for . . . oh, so many years. Years. I went in one morning, as I did every morning, to change her linens, to carry her breakfast, to try to convince her life was good. And she was dead.

“Of course, she’d been dead long before. Dead to the world that surrounded her, dead to her husband, dead to me. She just survived in her shell of a body until it withered. Because after that day in Baltimore, she was never truly alive among us.”

Aunt Pearl pulled my corduroy dress to her face and lowered her head, burying her mouth and nose in it. She closed her eyes and I waited to see tears fall, but none came. She sighed into the soft fabric, and I pulled my quilt from around me and went and knelt beside her.

She raised her head and smiled at me. “Even before Mother passed, Martha’d started showing signs of it, the flashes of frustrated anger, the low times, the lack of appetite. I thought it would help her to get away. I thought if I could get her out of here, out of this house of sorrow, she’d heal.

“I took her to Baltimore, back where we began life — happier times for her, I thought. I left Father with Mother, told him I needed to care for Martha, to make sure she’d be spared all of that . . . sad. I found a boarding school, thought it would help her to be there among lively girls, silly girls whose only worries were what to wear and what boy was looking at them. She liked it fine and she wrote us letters that were filled with silly. She seemed to perk right up. I had come on home, and we felt it was the right thing.

“Then she met your daddy. I won’t say I didn’t think that was a mistake. She’d just finished school, and he met her at a picture show. She was there with a friend, and she wrote us that she came out and it was raining. The other girl ducked back in to try to call for a taxi, and there he was, a shoe salesman (not that he told her that right away), her knight in shining armor, a man with an umbrella in the pouring rain. Lord, but Martha fell for him hard. She’d sing when she heard from him, dance when she went out on a date, and seemed to turn inside herself if he didn’t call when she expected. All for an umbrella.” Aunt Pearl shook her head.

“Maybe that isn’t normal, but what did I know then? I thought everyone in love was like that, those crazy ups and downs. I’d never been in love, so it seemed possible. Now, well, now I know love doesn’t have to be like that.” Her face softened and she looked out the window. She sighed, went on, “Yes, you feel happiness when he’s near or will be. Yes, you feel different when he’s away. But it isn’t as if you stop living when he’s gone; you exist without the man you love.”

I thought of Mr. Pritchard, perched at the head of the table, slicing that turkey with ease. I knew then that he would be in this house, of this house, one day. Perhaps one day soon. I realized how much I had missed around me, focused as I had been on Mama, Russell, and myself.

“I made a special trip to Baltimore. I talked long and hard about her with your daddy. I warned him. Can’t anyone say I wasn’t fair. But he had to have her. And it seemed to do her good. She blossomed with him, it seemed to me.

“Well, Mother was failing by then, so I returned to Snowden. It wasn’t much longer for my mother. And the years had taken a toll on Father; he passed the very next year. I received occasional letters from your daddy, telling me of Martha’s down times. Your father, I have to be fair, seems to be different since he went to this awful war. He always tried with my sister, I knew, but I felt he was so inept with the down times.” She sighed deeply. “Much like my own father. He rode the good times well, but the hard times were a horse he could not master. He would write to me then with doubts and fears of what he could do for her; Martha never wrote herself. I tried to get her to, but it seemed she did better without any reminders of her life in Snowden.” Aunt Pearl swallowed. “Contact between your father and me settled to a trickle. But” — she put her hand out, covered mine, and pulled it into her lap — “he let me know of your arrival.” She smiled a little. “He even had me visit once, though that didn’t turn out well at all, especially for your mother.”

The question blurted from me. “Am I like her? Will I become her?”

Aunt Pearl shrugged, took my hand into one of her own. It felt so odd, to be touched by her, but I clung to her, odd or not. She let me cling, and she answered me honestly. “You’re like her in the way you laugh, with your whole body thrown into the laughing. You’re like her when you walk up the mountain, attacking it with your busy long steps. But will you be like Martha in her emptiness, like my mother in her sorrow?” She shook her head. “I don’t know. I think it’s something you’re wise to think on, but I just don’t know. You have some of the moodiness, some of the anger, but then isn’t that what all teenagers have?” She rubbed my cheek, her sturdy fingers feeling calloused yet gentle. The faint smell of potatoes and gravy clung to her skin.

“You also have a lightness, a grace, a steadiness that neither of them ever possessed. I think you will be just fine, Ellen Hollingsworth, just fine.” She dropped her hand to mine and squeezed tightly.

I found Russell the next day, sitting on a log in a clearing near Mr. Pritchard’s. The air was crisp and cold, but the sky was clear. A good day. Russell was whittling. He whittled with anger; no shapes could emerge from the shattering wood in his hands. Chips flew from his slicing knife.

I settled beside him on the large stump. The cold began to seep into my backsides immediately. I shook my head. I could finally sit close to Russell without fear of smell, only to be defeated by chill. Well, I wouldn’t be defeated. I stayed put.

“Didn’t expect you’d be around,” Russell said in a low voice.

“Of course I’m around.” My bright tone sounded false, even to me. I tried again, pointing to his whittling. “You’ve still got to make me an animal, remember?”

He dropped them then, the stick, the knife. “No.” He looked in the direction of his family’s mountain. “Won’t be doing none of that. Nor drawing neither.”

A cool wind whipped through, coming off the river below us. I sniffed and smelled a heaviness in the air, or maybe a lightness. Snow? “Russell,” I said, “you can’t give up. Maybe you don’t need to be creating anything new right now — wouldn’t anyone need time to grieve for what you’ve lost? — but don’t shut it out forever. You’ve a gift. And you need to use it.

“I lay awake most of last night, Russell, watching it snow and thinking I was scared of your father, and angry at him, and confused. And finally, around dawn, I figured out that it wasn’t confusion I felt. It was that moment when the snow fell and your head was up that was in my mind. Your eyes were filled with the deepest sad I hope to know, watching your parents climb that mountain without you. And as I lay there, Russell, I heard your voice in my ears, heard you saying to take what the world gives you and stay true to yourself. And right then, with your words in my head, right then I felt God holding me. I was wrapped in the arms of God.”

Russell picked up his stick and his knife. He closed the knife and pitched the stick away. “We’ll see,” he said.

The telegram was waiting when I got back to Aunt Pearl’s. She and Mama sat on the sofa together. Aunt Pearl was clutching Mama’s hand. The telegram lay on the dining-room table.

“Telegram,” Aunt Pearl said. “I . . . couldn’t open it.”

My fingers ripped the thin paper, and my eyes skimmed the world punctuated with stops. My mind raced over my imagined words — dead or missing. I thought of the long, long time it’d been since we had news from him. And slowly, I let out my breath.

“It’s all right, Aunt Pearl. Daddy’s coming home.”
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RUSSELL MET ME at the train station, arriving just minutes before we were to leave. Aunt Pearl had been quick, no doubt of that; the telegram about Daddy had only come the week before, and she’d packed us in a flurry. He was home — well, home in Baltimore, but not at the house. He was in the hospital. Aunt Pearl told me matter-of-factly that he’d have at least a limp, if we were lucky, not more than a limp. He’d be damaged, but he was alive. And he was home.

Mama still moved and spoke as if in a haze, but she was moving and speaking. I knew I’d have to work at keeping her from shrinking back into herself, but I’d have Daddy to help me, and Aunt Pearl promised to stay at least until Christmas.

Russell stood with his fists jammed into his pants pockets, a piece of paper shoved under his arm, his feet shuffling in the cold. I put out a hand to him. “I’m so glad you came to see me off.”

He shrugged. “Your mama seems better now.”

“Thanks to your mama. I, uh, I never said, but I’m glad you told your mama. She made all the difference. But it was you who told her. So, I guess, in a way, you helped Mama get better too.

“Of course,” I said, watching Mama boarding the train, her steps careful and strained, “she’s not right, exactly. Not yet. Maybe not ever. I wish it wasn’t that way, but . . .”

Russell stomped his feet in the cold, kept his head down. “I’ll take good care of your aunt Pearl’s place. Maybe fix a few things.” He paused, then added, “You won’t be coming back, I reckon.”

I shook my head. “I don’t know. I plan to talk to my father about it. I think it would do my mother a powerful good.

“And I want to.” This surprised even me as I said it. But even though I was surprised, I was sure of it. It would be good. For my mother, and for me. My mother was not going to be better just because we were going back to Baltimore. Not because she had started on a path to being better or because Aunt Pearl would stay for a bit. I truly believed she would need to “touch home” every so often. And I felt I needed that too. I looked at Russell. “What about you? Will you eventually go back home?”

Russell looked up, his blue eyes sparkling at me. “No. I won’t. I tried to talk Ma into leaving too, but she just shook her head and said ‘no’ real quiet. I guess we can’t change our folks.”

“No,” I agreed. “But we don’t have to be like them either.”

Russell smiled, cleared his throat. I realized his voice didn’t break anymore. When had that happened? I wondered. He said, “It ain’t been a trade yet. Haven’t taught you nothing and can’t teach you nothing now. But here. Take this — it makes things . . . sort of even.” He pushed the paper into my mittened hands.

Aunt Pearl’s voice sliced the air. “Ellen! The train is moving. Get on board, child!”

I jumped aboard the moving steps, grabbed on to a handle, and shouted back. “Keep practicing takeaways, Russell,” I said, “and don’t forget to work on the sounds of your vowels. You still mess up on short e and short a.”

I hoped he would do what I said. I needed him to read better; I planned to write to him so I could keep up on Aunt Pearl and Mr. Pritchard’s romance once she returned to Snowden after Christmas. I refused to count on Moselle Toms for my information, and I knew there was more there than Aunt Pearl would tell me. It was my plan for my little family — Daddy, Mama, and me — to return at least part of every summer to Snowden. I believed Mama needed this place like a touchstone. I knew I needed it too.

And I had no intention of missing the wedding I knew loomed in the future; I fully intended to be included in it as well. Even if Aunt Pearl (and Mr. Pritchard) didn’t quite know it yet, I could see that it was going to be happening. Oh, yes, indeed.

The train’s whistle filled the spaces around us. Russell nodded and raised his hand in farewell. Something in the way he waved, the way he stood . . . I don’t know. It was so odd, but I had this feeling of certainty that I’d hear from Aunt Pearl upon her return that somehow he’d gotten his mother away from Rooster Armentrout. And, in the future, yes, for sure, I would again see Russell Armentrout. And Snowden, Virginia.

I didn’t look at the paper I was clutching until we were almost to Balcony Downs. In my palm rested a picture, a sketch really. A number of scenes filled the page; first, a tiny black nose sniffed from inside a burrow entrance. Then the nose emerged, followed by a black-and-white body. Finally, smaller versions of the same were shuffling out. A mama skunk and her brood.

The shading was so real, so vivid, the family looked as though they would amble right off the page. I wrinkled my nose in anticipation of the acrid, bitter odor; I thought of my friend Russell. I shook my head and made sure to keep the paper smooth, the sketch I would treasure. It had been a trade — a friendship, which never depends on tit for tat, on making sure things are even, really — long before I was given that drawing. So, I didn’t need that family of skunks, but I held them all the way home, just the same.
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