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CHAPTER 1
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1969

Dora Minor reared up in bed, jolted from sleep by an unholy noise beyond the house. It was so fearsome it drowned out the howls of her two dogs, whose eyes bulged toward the second-story bedroom window. With cries muted by the wind’s shriek, their mouths snapped soundlessly open and shut. She drew the bedsheet aside and stumbled to the window as quickly as her ancient body would allow. At first, she imagined a plane had crashed, one of those super carriers she’d seen in magazines when neighbors brought the mail. The aircraft sometimes skimmed the clouds over her mountain. The walls flashed again and again, and she realized it was lightning skipping across the ground in horizontal sparks. An eerie blur of tree roots, pads of moss, and the long faces of mountain rock flared into view and disappeared through the sheet of water pummeling the window. The frame shook with the violence of it. She recoiled, certain the wood and glass would shatter inward from the impact. Dora now heard Terry’s and Henry’s high-pitched howls, but in the dark, she didn’t see the dogs slither on their bellies under the bed to quake against the wall.

Death would find the three of them tonight in her grandfather’s house at the top of Horseshoe Mountain where she was born, she was sure of it, never having ventured very far into the narrow valley or out of Nelson County. Never having told the secret, not even to her grandmother, Alma, who had raised her, that she’d been an accomplice to a dark act. She had clasped the wrongdoing to her breast and never felt a twinge of remorse.

She groped her way to the footboard. Her gnarled fingers grazed her threadbare pink chenille robe, and she grabbed it, clutching it around her shoulders. Guided by neon flashes bright as daylight, she felt her way from chair to table to door, until she reached the top of the stairs and its handrail. She’d been awake long enough now to feel the house shuddering under her bare feet and to understand some of these noises weren’t thunder. But they were so foreign her mind couldn’t grasp them. A fiendish snapping and crashing ripped through the air. Beneath it all sounded water so fierce that Horseshoe Mountain seemed to have slipped sideways into the sea.

Two little mounds tumbled through the wide pine door when she cracked it open. Were they all that was left of her laying hens, their feathers jumbled and glued to their bodies? They fled into the darkness behind her. A burst of light revealed emptiness where the chicken house and other hens had been, as well as her garden shed and the three hogs. There was no sign of Sally, Dora’s milk cow, or Sally’s small barn. A brown soup lapped in thick waves at her front porch step. Davis Creek must have risen at least thirty feet to have breached the gulch and come raging to her porch. A few yards from the house where the rapids were bigger, she saw venerable trees torn loose from the mountaintop roll over one another, enmesh like lovers, and meld into a ragged battering ram that hurtled out of sight. Another burst of light, and she could see a broad limestone scar above her garden where the steep forest floor and oak trees had lost their grip, peeling away like burnt skin. The raging waves had scoured the surface of its mash of rotted leaves and animal carcasses and now threw it up as the scent of decay.

The dogs! They had to be kept on the upper floor with her. She felt another stab of panic; she never learned to swim in all her ninety-three years. Only a miracle would save them if the house didn’t hold. She slammed and locked the door. Twisted tablecloths, dish towels, and even her apron would plug the crack under it. Panting from her efforts, Dora yelled the dogs’ names with her last bit of energy. A desperate howl came from above. “Stay,” she said. “Don’t you dogs move. Stay, I tell you.” She steadied herself on the handrail and climbed toward them. “Stay, dogs, stay,” she mumbled over and over.

To block the lightning glare, Dora heaped pillows over her head. But she couldn’t silence the roar. The dogs, now pressed tightly against her body, shivered so hard the bed vibrated. The bedside clock read 3 a.m. She, Terry, and Henry were alone in this nightmare, hours before a daybreak they likely would never see. Or was it possible she and the dogs had died in their sleep and were now marooned on the edge of hell? Perhaps she’d lost her mind. If this was real, how would she survive? If the house was ripped from its foundations, she had no boat to carry her and the dogs to safety. If the water kept rising, she could only stand on the bed. And these were ridiculous notions. She gasped and squeezed her ribs as she remembered her neighbors Dennis and Jean lower on the mountain road. Would they have a plan? The seething force of nature’s wrath would be hell-bent upon destruction by the time it roared down their way. She shuddered, thinking how little she and they had suspected what the coming night held.
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She had visited the Perrys that afternoon because she’d heard one of Dennis’s cows chomping grass just beyond the porch rail as she dried the last canning pot in the kitchen. The cow had meandered up the mountain to graze in her front yard in the yellow morning sun. Dora had flapped her gingham apron at the beast and shouted, “Get on home, now,” but it only observed her through lowered eyelids. She had to coax it home by singing “Love’s Old Sweet Song” in a soothing voice all the way. Walking along the rutted dirt road, she noticed the normally foot-deep Davis Creek had inched up the red clay bank to double its depth, thanks to the rains. But the clear water was still low enough to reveal a crawdad on the bottom. A rock partially hid the creature, and a glistening pink salamander swam nearby in an eddy. She paused for a minute to watch it and to give her knees a respite from bone thudding on bone during the downhill walk.

The Perrys were at home when she and the cow rounded the bend through the shade. Dennis’s temperamental 1955 Dodge pickup truck, plastered in dust and with a hanging right rear light, was parked at a loose angle in the front yard. In her childhood, the house had belonged to the James family, and it had been empty for three decades before Dennis and Jean bought it as a monumental fixer-upper. Neighbors had expected them to rip the abandoned place to the ground, to remove every trace of its history, but instead they had made it into a decent home. No matter how often she saw it, Dora’s amazement at the transformation always came with an undercurrent of remembered revulsion mixed with guilt.

“Miss Dora!” Dennis said when he answered her knock on their screen door to announce the cow’s return. “We ain’t seen you in a right long time. Jean and I just finished lunch. Join us for a bowl of ice cream, why don’t you?” He opened the door wide.

“I can’t think of anything nicer on a day like this.” Dora wiped the perspiration from her brow with the linen handkerchief she kept tucked in her bodice. She often took long walks to call on these neighbors, but this was a particularly steamy day. “I will visit for a spell.”

She paused on the narrow porch step to appraise the rows of old tin washtubs overflowing with bright splotches of red geraniums and purple petunias. They were lined up along the porch edge on either side of the steps. “Your flowers are mighty pretty. I can’t get mine to do as well.”

“It’s all Jean’s work. She has a way with green things.”

A muffled voice came from the radio in the kitchen. Jean called out, “We’re just listening to Paul Harvey on the midday news.” She turned the off knob. “Have you heard about this disaster called Woodstock? It’s all over the airwaves.” She gave Dora a welcoming hug.

“I don’t keep up with the world on a regular basis. No radio, no daily newspaper. It’s only when you bring my mail with necessities from town, or I visit the two of you that I get caught up. What’s Woodstock?”

Dennis scraped back a chair for Dora and waited for his wife to set out the dessert on the table’s red gingham oilcloth. “It’s what folks call a rock festival happening in a big alfalfa field way up north. In Upstate New York, I believe they said. They got a swarm of four hundred thousand young folks completely out of control. Out of their minds on drugs. Hippies, that’s what they are. The whole scene’s been declared a disaster because drenching rains have marooned everyone there.” He shook his head. “They got helicopters flying food and medicine in.”

“Have you ever heard of such?” Jean said. “And worse happened down in Mississippi yesterday. It’s just awful. One hundred and fifty-four people just washed away, and they ain’t finished counting. A hurricane called Camille done it along the Gulf Coast. They say it’s one of the worst storms of the century.”

“No need to fret yourself. The most we’ll see is a few drops coming our way. It won’t be nothing new, given the season we’ve had,” Dennis said.

“Such terrible things.” Dora shook her head, and the room was quiet except for cicadas in the trees. “I guess I’ll read about it soon enough when my latest copy of Life magazine arrives.” She paused and scraped the last bit from the bowl and licked the spoon. “I do love this chocolate flavor.”

“You could eat it every day if you’d hook up to the electric power line.”

“I was already old as the hills by the time the power line finally got up this mountain,” she said. “What would I do with all of those new electric appliances anyway? You know that saying about old dogs and new tricks.”

Dennis and his wife chuckled and exchanged glances. “Anyone your age who can walk a mile down to our place and back can’t call herself old,” he said. “You’re a living miracle to Jean and me. And only five foot tall, you’re strong as a moose.”

“I still have all my teeth too. Anyway, thanks, but you know my head can’t be turned any more. Don’t even try.”

Back in her own house, she looked around the kitchen at the old-fashioned cookstove and iron pump by the sink, imagining once again how it would be to have the modern conveniences. She wouldn’t have to chop wood to cook or hang crocks in the creek to cool milk and butter. But she didn’t want a radio to pipe the world’s disasters straight into her ears. She’d seen enough of murder close-up and the underbelly of evil right here in Nelson County, Virginia.

In the late afternoon, the dogs had begun pacing the porch, their tails curved down against their flanks and their ears flat. “What’s bothering you boys?” she’d said. “There’s nothing to get so worked up about. Come here and sit by me.” She patted her thigh. “Come on now.” The German shepherds slunk to the side of her chair and reached for her touch but didn’t stop their anxious panting. She scanned the sky. Above vertical Horseshoe Mountain, angry fists of grayish yellow clouds were stacked so high she had to tilt her head back to see the top. She shivered from an unseasonal chill and went into the kitchen, the dogs tracking each step. Stretching her arm overhead for two speckled enamel bowls on the wooden shelf, she filled each a quarter full from the hand pump beside the stone sink. Then she pushed aside the curtain under the counter and dragged out a large bag of dried dog food from Southern States. “There you go, boys,” she said as she filled food bowls and laid them on the porch. “See, dinner makes everything nice again.” With a tender expression, she watched them lick their bowls clean before she put a match to wicks in the hanging brass lamps.

Humming “Onward, Christian Soldiers,” she set out a plate and utensils on the tablecloth. She slid a knife across a ripe tomato from the garden, letting the slices slip onto the plate of spoon bread and the garden’s lima beans. An excess of summer rain had caused the tomato plants to slump with so much fruit she couldn’t eat it all fresh. She’d been forced to can on the woodstove early that morning to keep the crop from wasting. She’d also fried some chicken breasts from one of her hens, browning them crisp in bacon fat in the heavy iron skillet before cooking was too hot to tolerate later in the day. She chewed her dinner absently, thinking about her visit to the Perrys, and then washed her dishes in water boiled on the stove. The dogs lifted their hind legs one last time out by the box bushes as she waited on the porch. The air had thickened, filling her nostrils and making her skin clammy. Whenever the clouds parted, there was the moon, hugged in a pale blue band. Rain’s coming for certain, she thought. By the time she allowed Terry and Henry to curl their hot, nervous bodies on her narrow bed, raindrops were thrumming the roof. The steadiness of it soothed her. But each time she dozed off, the German shepherds reared up, circled in place, and flopped down. She’d finally just fallen into a restive sleep, Terry pressed against her spine, when she had been jolted awake.
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Now she pressed the pillows harder on her lined face and prayed to a God she didn’t believe in. If he existed, she might be liable for punishment worse than she could imagine. But she did believe in spirits, thanks to her friend Watcher James. And thanks to her Quaker grandmother and father, who had faith in a realm of pure love after death. They’d never believed in a vengeful old man in the sky with a white beard who was easily angered. Maybe she’d finally see her mother, Ella. The mother whom she’d never known and whom she’d longed for, with never a sense of who she’d been. Her pa would never say. As a child, she’d combed the mountain for signs of her. Would they even recognize each other in the afterlife? Would her mother love her unconditionally, no matter what she’d done? “Oh, my soul. Oh, my soul.” Dora pressed the heels of her hands into her eyes as the storm raged around the corners of her old wooden house.






CHAPTER 2
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1877

Horseshoe Mountain was a bleak place when Dora Minor was born in December 1877. High ridges cast their shadows on lower slopes in the Virginia mountains long before sunset, and evening’s chill settled by mid-afternoon. Oak trees surrounding the large frame house were black with freezing rain, their skeletal branches rattling against the side of the dwelling. Alma Minor sat at an upper window, resting her forehead against the cold glass. Distantly, she could hear the rippling sounds of the narrowed creek just below the yard, its edges squeezed by ice. Damp weather always worsened the arthritis in her knees, and woven flannel stockings under her striped woolen skirt didn’t bring hoped-for relief. At the sound of a cry, Alma gripped the chair’s wooden arms and stood, turning back to the bed where her daughter-in-law, Ella, was in labor. But it was only a cry in her sleep; it would be a little while yet before the baby came.

Alma recalled how thrilled she’d been when, finally, Tom had met an eligible woman he was sweet on. Growing up on the mountain, the only girls he’d had as friends were Black classmates in his Quaker father’s free school, and lessons ended at eighth grade. They were all too young for real romance, and Alma wouldn’t have approved anyway. Time in prison was the punishment for interracial marriage. It even had a name: miscegenation. And laws against it. Despite knowing his classmates most his life, Tom was shy and awkward with other children, preferring time alone making lists of Virginia insects and butterflies he’d caught, lists of constellations visible through his small telescope, lists of minerals in mountain rocks, lists of the number of steps between home and his favorite sites on the mountain, lists of all US presidents and members of their cabinets, and lists of the times of sunrise and sunset throughout the year. His father, John, had been disappointed Tom wasn’t a rugged hiker or an avid hunter, but he had been proud of his son’s obsession with numbers and cataloging his world. Alma worried he’d never find a close companion who’d be easy with his quirks.
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A year had passed between Tom meeting Ella Molino and then bringing her home. The courtship had started with Alma asking him to buy a new woolsey coverlet for her four-poster bed after he attended the tobacco-leaf auction on Lynchburg’s Broad Street. When he’d thumped down the brown paper package on the kitchen table, she had ripped into the wrapping.

“My goodness, where did you find such a beautiful piece of work? Was this at Mr. Sutton’s shop?” She stretched the coverlet over her arm and its length swept to the floor. There were rows of red, green, and blue yarns against a cream background, and woven houses, horses, churches, and trees lined up row after row. “I’ve never seen such fine work.”

He told her about the young woman who did all the spinning, dyeing, weaving, and tended the shop. Color flushed Tom’s high cheeks, and he brushed a hand across his unruly short hair. “I thought you might like it. It was the finest she had.” He paused and nudged his small gold-rimmed glasses farther up on his nose. “It was also the most expensive.”

She had asked him, “This young woman, she’s not only a talented weaver, but she’s pretty too?”

“Well, maybe.” He grinned. “I talked her into going for a stroll after work. I like her. She’s as smart, funny, and independent-minded as you are.”

Alma’s face flushed with pleasure. He went on, “She’s living by herself at a local boardinghouse because her parents died.”

When Alma asked what happened, he said, “I just met her, Ma. I didn’t push her on those details. But she did say her family came to Richmond from Italy before our recent war, before she was born. She’d been worried that Mr. Sutton wouldn’t hire her because she was foreign, but once he saw samples of her work, he forgot all that.”

“Southern people are peculiar about foreigners, I don’t know why.” She had shaken her head. “Where did she learn to weave so well?”

“That I do know. It was a skill her mother brought from Italy, taught by her mother. And then Ella’s mother taught her.” His tone was almost pleading. “You’d like her, Ma. She has fine manners and speaks like a lady.”

She had been silent for a moment. “If you like her, that’s good enough for me,” she said, and stood on her toes to kiss his cheek. His head had begun to scrape the tops of doorframes when he was fourteen, and she’d been standing on her toes to kiss him for the eight years since, never without a sense of wonder.

After courting Ella for a year whenever he had business in Lynchburg, Tom brought her home for Alma’s approval. Earlier that day, Alma had twisted a chicken’s neck, plucked its feathers, and baked the carcass in an iron casserole with an onion and carrots from her garden, then cooked ham hocks and beans from the garden. A tall Sally Lunn cake slathered with lemon icing waited on the pedestal cake plate on the sideboard. Finally, she’d settled into a velvet-upholstered chair to play a hand of solitaire. As she dealt the cards, she looked critically around the room, the way she imagined a newcomer might see it. There was the shredded arm of the blue damask-covered chair that was Hester’s favorite for claw sharpening and a wedge of dust beneath that had escaped her careful attention. But it was too late to do anything about it. She dug her hand into her skirt pocket where her lady’s pipe was concealed in a little leather case, the smooth briarwood stem shining with an embossed silver band. She loved the delicacy of it, and puffing on it calmed her nerves, but Tom, like his father, disapproved of a lady smoking. She kept the pipe and a doeskin tobacco pouch in the ample pockets of her gathered skirts where Tom wouldn’t be reminded of her habit. She now thought better of the urge and returned to the cards.

The sun had almost disappeared behind the mountain when she heard the market wagon approach the house. She pulled back the window curtain to see Tom as he drew the horse up to the porch. Ella was perched next to him on the bench in a scarlet wool cloak.

During dinner, she had been flattered by the girl’s amazement that a woman who lived in such a fine house would slaughter chickens and tend her own garden. She concluded that Tom must not have told Ella about his unconventional family. And there was much Tom hadn’t told her about Ella. For instance, how tall she was and how she carried her height like balancing a crystal bowl of water on her head. Her hands were graceful as birds in morning flight, and her voice was soothingly soft. When she listened to Tom, she cupped her chin in her palm, her elbow on the table, reminding Alma of narcissus blooms on a long stem. She found the girl’s loveliness breathtaking, her only imperfection a tiny star-shaped scar on her right chin. The next morning as they were preparing to leave, she grasped Ella’s hand in hers and then threw her arms around her thin shoulders. Tom’s face glowed.
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Ella was pregnant just two months into the marriage, and Alma’s service as a midwife in the community prepared her to help when birth contractions started. For hours, she had stroked Ella’s arm, coaxing her through each cramp and agonized gasp. She had offered her a tincture of dried red raspberry leaves brewed with spearmint, but the girl turned her head away and raised her hand to block the offered cup. A bit of hot liquid splashed onto the saucer and overflowed on the sheet, leaving a raspberry-colored stain. Alma placed the cup and saucer carefully on the table. She was puzzled by this change in the normally sweet-tempered Ella, even if she was in the throes of labor.

“It’s good for your womb, speeds things up. This brew will help push the baby out,” Alma had said. Her daughter-in-law clenched her lips and shook her head no.

As the labor intensified, Ella fell back into the heap of pillows and moaned, “God, why did I ever let this happen to me? I didn’t mean ever to have a baby. Not ever.”

Then the next excruciating contraction bent her double and left her breathless. Alma straightened up and looked in surprise at Ella, the girl she had come to love during the eleven months she’d been married to her only son. She had assumed Ella was happy to bear Tom a child. She had never said otherwise. But Alma hadn’t ever seen such a reluctant mother, even with all the births she’d attended.

“Oh, my dear, you don’t really mean that. Labor is just putting those thoughts in your head.” She smoothed the girl’s thick dark hair and tucked the sweaty tendrils behind her small ears, ignoring the stretch of Ella’s neck away from her hand. She reached for the cloth soaking in cool water by the bed, squeezed out the excess, and wiped Ella’s brow. The girl flinched at the touch of the cloth.

Ella had muttered under her breath, “Oh, Mother Minor, you couldn’t possibly understand.” She drew her legs toward her chin with another cramp and yelped sharply.

“Push down now, girl,” Alma insisted. “Harder, push harder!” Her daughter-in-law’s thin body reflexively arched to rid itself of the baby, but she made no conscious effort to help. Her dark eyes bulged with terror, and the drenched linen bedsheets were twisted from her anxious tossing. “How I wish I could make this easier! But now we just wait,” Alma said. “I’m right here if you need me.”

Alma grabbed the end of a log and pitched it to the back of the fireplace, stoking the fire to greater heat under the hanging water kettle. Ella shrieked, and Alma yanked the linen sheet from her thrashing knees. “It’s coming, it’s coming,” she said. “I see the head. Push hard one last time.”

Ella moaned. “My guts are falling out.” A mewling cry drowned out the last of her words.

“It’s a girl! Ella, it’s a girl!” Alma cried. “Lord in heaven, we have a little girl!”

Ella’s voice held no warmth as she cried, “Let me see the baby. Hold her up so I can see her!”

Her abruptness shocked Alma, and she said in a firm tone, “Dear, this baby’s birth cord needs tending to, and she needs a cleaning first.” When she placed the newborn freshly wrapped in an angora blanket on her mother’s chest, Ella raised the bundle in her arms and searched the baby’s face. A look of wild-eyed terror subsided as she laid the infant against her thighs, smoothing her finger over the miniature nose, across the pink cheeks. Her finger traveled upward and stroked the straight dark hair. She turned her face away, but Alma again saw tears fill Ella’s eyes.

Alma motioned to her son impatiently waiting in the doorway. His boots had drummed out an anxious staccato on the floor downstairs, pacing until he heard the baby’s first cry. “Tom, come to Ella now. Don’t hang back. She needs you.”

He laughed. “You wouldn’t let me get near her for hours. Now you’ve changed your tune.” He bent his lanky body and kissed Ella’s sweaty forehead, then her lips, lingering there for a second.

At last, Ella pulled away her muslin bodice and put the baby to her breast. “There you go, little Dora. Welcome to Horseshoe Mountain.” Her softened voice trembled. As the baby’s fingers opened and closed against her flesh, a smile bloomed on Ella’s face.

Tom squeezed her hand and tenderly tucked around her shoulders the coverlet she’d sold him the day they’d met. His mother had returned it to them as a wedding gift. “See if you can get some rest now.”

Her eyelids drooped as Alma took the baby from her arms. Tom remained in the spindle chair by the bed, his long legs stretched alongside. Hours of worry and then the room’s warmth made him wilt. His head nodded and dropped onto his chest.

But Ella’s exhaustion was too great for real sleep. She swept her feet back and forth in the sheets to relieve the prickliness she complained filled her body.

“Dora’s a lovely name,” Alma whispered so as not to wake Tom. “Is it a name from your family?”

Ella hesitated. “It’s just a name I heard once,” she said. “Don’t you like the sound of it?”

“Of course, I do.” Folks she knew always named a baby after a family member. To hide her disappointment the baby girl wasn’t going to be Little Alma, she busied herself gathering the knife, bloodstained rags, and tin basin with the afterbirth. Ella’s voice had wavered again when she’d spoken the baby’s name.






CHAPTER 3
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1877

After her initial reluctance, Ella had taken to the baby as any happy new mother would. One afternoon a week after Dora’s birth, Alma folded sheets in the bedroom as Ella affectionately puffed at the fine hairs circling the baby’s head. The infant had startled and squinted her eyes at the warm breath. Ella laughed. She kissed Dora on her nose and made soft noises in her shell-pink ears. Alma’s heart warmed, and she laughed too.

“Ah, the Madonna and child,” Tom said as he entered the bedroom. “Even Holy Mary doesn’t appear as serene as my Ella.”

She smiled at him, then coughed into her hand. “I have such dreams for her. She’ll grow up on this mountain and you’ll teach her to read and do her numbers.” Ella’s brown eyes shone. “Who knows? She might become a teacher or marry a doctor or lawyer. She’ll travel wherever and whenever she pleases, won’t she, Tom?”

“And when we’re gone, she’ll inherit most of Horseshoe Mountain,” Tom said.

“Don’t talk about when we are gone.” She poked him in the stomach. “But anything is possible. The whole world is hers.” She whispered the name Dora into a tiny ear. “Now stop gawking at us, dear Silly, and help me move from this chair.”

He lifted the sleeping baby from Ella’s arms and nestled her into the wooden cradle at the foot of the bed. “There you go, sweet one,” he said, wrapping the blanket around her.

That cough worried Alma. It was wet and rattled deep in Ella’s chest. Alma thought the girl should have gained more strength by now, leaving her bed for longer spells and been able to move about without help. She lowered her eyes to hide her concern.

Ella’s chest convulsed again. “Before you and Alma go, could one of you please adjust the pillows behind my head? Maybe raise me up a little higher? And open the window just a bit? I feel a millstone pressing on my chest. I can’t breathe in here. Maybe if I get some fresh air,” she wheezed.
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The next morning, Alma found Tom at the kitchen table with his head in his hands.

“Oh dear, what’s wrong?”

“Ella thrashed about all night, gasping for breath,” he said. “And her arms and legs are puffy, almost like she’s filling up with water. I think she has a fever.”

“I’ll put some eucalyptus salve on her chest to clear her airways and feed her honey, but I think you’d better ride to Lovingston and fetch Dr. Harrison up the mountain,” she had said.

Frantically, she began to hunt through the jars on the kitchen shelf. “Hell’s fire and damnation, why aren’t these remedies in order when I need them,” she muttered. She had tacked a fringe of scalloped blue paper to the shelf’s front edge as decoration, but she could never keep its contents straight. If she could just find the dried snakeroot, it would banish a fever.

“How did she come down with pleurisy or a bad cold? She hasn’t gone outside the house for weeks. Poor Ella, this on top of birthing.” Tom’s voice dropped. “Lord, I hope the baby doesn’t get sick.”

Alma abruptly turned toward the massive black cookstove, her back to him. “Dora will be fine. Just fetch the doctor quick as you can. I’ll take care of things here.” With her foot, she impatiently pushed aside the gray-striped tabby meowing for her breakfast. “Not now, Hester. Can’t you see I have bigger problems?”

When Alma brought Ella’s oatmeal and pot of hot tea on a tray, the girl was coughing uncontrollably. Her eyes wide with panic, she said, “I can’t get my breath. It feels like I’m underwater.”

“When the doctor gets here, he’ll know what to do. It will be just a couple of hours. In the meantime, drink this. It’s hot tea with honey and elderberry syrup. It should help with the cough. And a dash of snakeroot is in there too.”

Alma’s heart ached for how sad and frightened Ella sounded. She heard the girl cry under her breath, “If only my ma was here.” She coughed again and struggled for air. Alma squeezed her hand and was surprised by how much like sausages her fingers felt.

“Oh, my dear, help will be here soon. May I adjust your pillows?”

Ella shook her head no. “Nothing seems to help. If I could just sleep.”

Alma wrung her hands and went to the window, hoping to see Tom and the doctor. Then she remembered the jar of chamomile leaves for brewing a sleeping potion. But when she returned to the bed, her daughter-in-law’s lids were closed and only a ghost of her earlier distress clouded her face.
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Dr. Harrison, a pudgy man in his fifties, took the stairs two at a time, swinging his leather medical bag as he went. “Ah, here’s the patient,” he said as he entered the room out of breath. He adjusted his wire-frame glasses behind his ears and turned to Alma. “Tom told me some of her symptoms. Let’s see what the problem is.”

She and Tom watched the doctor press his thumb first into the flesh on Ella’s lower arm, then into her calf. He frowned as the depression slowly rose to its normal level.

“Do you see that?” he said to Alma and Tom at the end of the bed.

“What does it mean?” Tom said. The doctor put his finger to his lips and then laid a hand on Ella’s forehead. She still wasn’t fully awake but moved her head side to side.

Alma straightened Ella’s gown, rearranged her pillows, and followed the two men out of Ella’s hearing. She softly closed the door.

Dr. Harrison placed his hand on Tom’s shoulder and said, “She has after-birth poisoning, Tom. She more than likely will die. There’s just no other way to say it.”

Alma stifled a cry with her handkerchief. Tom’s face paled and he clenched his fists. She reached for his hand, but he turned abruptly to the doctor.

“What do you mean, die?” His voice was hard.

“Oh, please don’t say so,” Alma had sobbed at the same time. “There must be something we can do to save her. Sally Wright was sick like this and . . .”

“Yes, Sally got well, but she wasn’t sick in the same way.” He passed his hand across his eyes. “There’s absolutely nothing I can do to make it better.”

Tom kicked the wall. “Goddamn it, you’re a doctor. Why can’t you fix this?”

“Tom!” Alma said.

“How much time?” Tom finally asked in a barely audible voice.

He told them they’d have Ella for no more than a day or two. Tom made a low keening noise, and his mother pulled him into her arms.

“What can we do to make her more comfortable?” Alma finally asked.

“I’ll leave a tincture of morphine to calm her and ease her discomfort, and if you have soothing teas, make use of those.”

He advised them to find a source of milk for the infant as quickly as possible. Tom fell back against the wall, his head in his hands. Tears welled in Alma’s eyes as she guided the doctor to the front door. Leaning against the doorframe, she watched him mount his horse and ride out of sight.

Later that evening, they sat on either side of Ella’s bed in the overly warm room. Tom couldn’t wrench his eyes from her sleeping face and clutched her swollen hand in his. The baby was asleep for the time being.

“Is there anyone in Ella’s family who should know she’s in danger?” Alma asked. “Did she ever speak of aunts or uncles? I know she wanted a quiet wedding with just us and no one from down the mountain, but there must be someone now we should contact.”

“She never spoke of other family, and if there are any, they’re not close relatives and would be in Richmond. They wouldn’t get here in time, not if the doctor is right.” He looked at Ella to see if she was awake, and satisfied she wasn’t, said, “You know she won’t ever talk about her past or her parents, much less relatives. They came to this country when they were young, about our age, and left everyone behind. All I know is that she’s never gotten over their death in that house fire in Richmond four years ago. She awakens crying at night. I hold her, but sometimes it seems nothing will console her.”

Alma nodded. “I just thought it was something we should consider.” She looked at Ella’s sleeping face. “Poor dear, I guess she’ll soon see them again.” She wiped at the tears streaming down her cheeks. She’d loved Ella like the daughter she’d never had. But she admitted to herself she was mystified by the girl. Ella had drawn more and more within as her stomach bulged beyond her slim body. She never stopped helping with household chores even close to the end of her term, but it was as though she was afraid if she talked, something might be set loose. Now they’d never know why she was so reluctant to speak her mind.






CHAPTER 4
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1878

The birdsong reverberated through the kitchen, but she had missed the red and brown feathers streaking past the kitchen window. She’d been absently scrubbing the iron skillet, grinding lye soap into the caked bacon grease as she stared blankly before her. She sighed and pushed a wayward strand of gray hair out of her eyes. Worry about the baby’s weak appetite and her grieving son kept her mind aflame. Alma might have missed the sound, too, if fat old Hester hadn’t meowed to be fed and brought her back to her senses. A robin singing! That meant the lacy margins of ice that had gripped the creek most of the winter were receding and temperatures were warming enough to thaw the rise above the house where she and Tom had created a family cemetery of sorts.

Five years earlier, her husband, John, dying too soon at forty-five from a chest ague, was the first to rest in the ground up there. Months after, she’d used tobacco profits to hire the Lovingston stonecutter to chisel a granite headstone and haul it up the mountain in a wagon. She’d had trouble convincing the man to comply with John Minor’s Quaker wishes. Her husband would want to be remembered with only a simple stone carved with a name and dates—not one with angels, praying hands, or other elaborate decorations the stonecutter urged her to choose.

“Then what about the Confederate veteran insignia on the stone?” The man had held up a drawing. “I’m starting to get frequent requests for these. See, here’s the laurel branches and . . .”

“That’s the last thing my husband would want,” Alma had huffed. “He was no veteran. He didn’t support the foul cause.” She abruptly dumped bills on his counter, selected the correct amount, then turned and left. The stonecutter stared after her.
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The year after he died, she’d dreamed of John Minor every night, and in the daytime, from the corner of her eye, she’d seen him wander the house. When she’d whipped her head around, she found only emptiness. But she hadn’t been laid as low as her Tom was now from the loss of Ella. She guessed it was because they were new to marriage, not yet irritated by the other’s habits and not yet wary of their anger. She had a job for the stonecutter again.

She thought how her parents had nothing good to say when she’d first accepted John’s proposal in early winter of 1850. No one had much to do with local Quakers. They were Southern abolitionists, a highly disdained group in a place where the most powerful depended upon enslaved people to create and maintain their wealth. They called themselves “plain” and paid no mind to fashion. The worst was that Quakers didn’t seem to believe in a great God in heaven, just in some divine spirit that might even flow through them, or so folks thought. Quakers were sour on almost everything that mattered in Southern society. Certainly, good merchant-class, slave-owning Presbyterians like her family didn’t socialize with them. But when she’d told them that John’s folks had settled in Nelson County before the Revolution and that they owned most of a mountain, her parents softened a bit. In Virginia, marrying a substantial landowner erased multiple sins, and marrying into an “old” Virginia family was even better. She suspected her mother and father were also relieved to finally marry her off; at twenty-four, she was close to being a spinster. It wasn’t that men didn’t find her attractive. They sent notes and flowers and tried to start conversations at socials and after church, but their endless talk of hunting, fishing, and scheming to get rich quick bored her.

She met John Minor, her aunt Minnie and uncle Horace’s new neighbor, at a Sunday social in their parlor. She suspected the purpose of the gathering was to introduce her to Will Grundy, Uncle Horace’s young protégé in the bank. She’d gone only because she hadn’t wanted to offend her aunt. Even before the enslaved woman Eliza laid out desserts on the sideboard, her uncle had dragged Alma toward Grundy, a fellow with a long, sallow face and dull eyes. He looked like he’d just eaten a sour persimmon. “Alma, I want you to meet someone. He’s a bachelor new to town.” Then he said it again, “A promising young bachelor who’s moved here from Charlottesville.” Alma avoided meeting Grundy’s eyes but shook his hand. Some quality about him made her uneasy, but she couldn’t say exactly what it was. She murmured some nicety and fled to a love seat on the other side of the room until she heard two voices loudly arguing. She recognized one as her uncle’s. She pushed her way through groups of guests until she was close to them.

A stranger had responded to a comment her uncle Horace had made about the Fugitive Slave Act recently passed by Congress. His remark had set her uncle off. Alma feared the discussion would grow ugly. Most of Horace’s bank’s loans financed slave purchases, and her aunt Minnie relied upon enslaved people to cook and tend to her house and garden. It was the same at home. Her town-dwelling grandparents and parents also relied on enslaved people.

Uncle Horace’s bloated face was splotchy above his stiff white collar. “For cripes’ sake. We can’t have our slaves escaping to states where they’ll be free. They’ll all be trying it; hundreds of them already are. Then where will we be? A man’s fortune disappearing and turning to dust across state lines. Catch ’em, bring ’em back, punish ’em, and show all the other damn Black fools they can’t get away with it. This law was too long coming.”

Her uncle’s opponent, a tall, long-boned young man with piercing blue eyes, didn’t flinch during this tirade. He responded in a cool voice that it was little wonder Negroes wanted to escape from a system in which they were treated no better than livestock. “If that was your life, you’d run away too.” He said anyone who favored the law was as guilty as the corrupt men planning to capture Blacks in free states and declare them runaway slaves, whether they were or not. And were doing it only for reward or the price they could get for their captive in the slave market. Because that’s where it was all headed.

The only sounds were the nervous rattle of a teacup in a saucer and the clink of a brandy class swiftly deposited on a table. “Sheriffs and magistrates are taking a captor’s word for ownership, without any question, because they fear a fine or a prison sentence for getting in the way. People will commit horrible acts for personal gain, or they’ll be punished for breaking this inhumane law.”

Alma’s pulse quickened. He was saying what she hadn’t the courage to express even in her own family. He was giving voice in public to an outrage that had percolated in her since adolescence when she’d seen the son of Black Betsy, who had raised her, sold to a white man moving to Kentucky so her father might have new capital to invest in a business venture.

The obsequious young banker Grundy stood behind her uncle, first nodding his narrow head at her uncle’s words, then letting his mouth gape at his opponent’s. Just before her uncle could punch the stranger, or possibly have a stroke, the tall man quickly bowed to her aunt and turned toward the front hall, his heels thudding on the polished pine floor.

Here was a man Alma could admire. She had to know him better. Unlike the other men dressed in tailcoats and starched shirts cinched by a silk tie, he was dressed in an open-collar chambray shirt and a pair of brown serge pants. His dress was a sure sign he was a Quaker.

“Who is that?” she whispered to a neighbor.

“John Minor,” he said. His voice soured. “The fellow who bought the lumber mill from Old Man Brown a month ago, but no one will patronize his business, not after word of today gets around.”

She fled for the door, hoping she wasn’t too late to catch him. Half a block from the house and finally only a few feet behind his long strides, she reached out and touched his arm. He turned toward her with a surprised smile that began their courtship. John later told her that her shining eyes and approving nods over her uncle’s shoulder had intrigued him, and he wanted to know the woman who preferred his company to those they’d both left behind in her uncle’s house. Within a year they were married.

Her parents never found out that John had recently returned from Case County, Ohio, where he’d been jailed for six months. In his twenties, he’d traveled there by horse with the few remaining members of the Nelson County Quaker meeting who were heading to Ohio to join the larger Quaker population working secretly to resettle runaways. Betrayed by a shopkeeper after several months, he knew all there was to know about being confined in a small space with only a cot and little more than an endless menu of gruel. Time in confinement hardened his resolve to live by Quaker principles and had given him time to consider what he might do to benefit Nelson County’s Black population.
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But that was ancient history. She sighed and stood up, smoothing her apron across her hips. Only she and the cat were stirring this morning. Tom wasn’t yet up and kept to himself most of the time when he was. It had been three months since Ella had died. Baby Dora was mercifully quiet. Alma settled herself into a kitchen chair after pouring coffee from the tin pot that steamed on the large woodstove. She’d been awakened repeatedly during the night, feeding cow’s milk to the squalling child. The warm cup felt good in her hands. Later she’d tell Tom about hearing the robin sing.

Alma was saddened by how Tom ignored the baby. She guessed he blamed the infant for Ella’s death. Men never understood what they were asking when they coaxed a woman into their bed. She suspected as many as half the women she’d known had died from giving birth. But ask any man, and he’d tell you that having babies was a woman’s natural duty. She set her cup down with an angry thwack, and coffee sloshed over the rim onto the table.

She cupped her chin in her hand and thought how, once you forgot he was a man, Tom was much like her. He, too, had married someone different, but his choice had been a foreigner. Alma could see how Ella’s slightly exotic looks had attracted him, with those high cheekbones and flashing brown eyes. But no matter how pretty or smart she might be, folks in Virginia or elsewhere in the South wouldn’t take well to anyone who was different from them. Alma had learned not to pay much attention to what folks thought. The girl had won her heart, just as she’d first won Tom’s. Yet, in the year Alma had known her, she’d never understood why Ella hadn’t been much of a talker. Yes, she’d lost her parents in a tragic accident, but time had passed. Alma had consistently failed to draw her out during afternoons rocking on the porch, their sewing gathered in their laps, while flickers darted in and out of the pink shrub roses on the fence line.

A knock on the kitchen door startled Alma from her reverie. “Randolph, is that you?” she asked before she opened it. A thin Black man in his early thirties with hollowed cheeks waited in the opening. In place of his usual calm smile, sorrow pulled at the corners of his mouth.

“Howdy, Alma. I was wondering if Tom is up and about. It’s warm enough this morning to till the tobacco terraces, but it put me in mind of something we need to do first.” He had propped a spade next to the door. “You know what I mean, don’t you?” he said softly. Alma nodded.

“Come in and have a cup of coffee while I wake Tom. Put the task off for a bit. Just don’t make any noise. I’m hoping little Dora will sleep awhile longer.” With movements slowed by the somberness of Randolph’s mission, she poured hot coffee into a cup and placed it before him. She set a pitcher of fresh milk and a bowl of sugar nearby. Randolph and his wife, Ginny, were always welcome at her table. High on the mountain, she could have whatever friends she pleased.
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Randolph was twenty-two, newly back from the war, when John hired him to oversee his fledgling tobacco farm. He had only one visible battle injury—a two-inch furrow on his left cheek, perilously close to his eye. The wound had been gouged by a splinter from a nearby fence post after a Confederate cannonball shattered it. He’d been born enslaved but had run off in 1862 when Union troops passed on the road in front of his master’s Albemarle County plantation. During winter evenings in camp when fighting ceased until spring and roads were again decent for wagons, a Black soldier from Boston taught him to read by lantern light, using dog-eared copies of texts brought from home. Another taught him to do sums. Afterward, many Black Union soldiers stayed with the US military to claim Indian land in the West, but Randolph couldn’t desert his first love, Ginny Randolph. He returned to Nelson County to marry, now that it was legal. But first he’d needed a job.

Alma had been awkward during the first months of knowing Randolph. She admired John’s conviction that all men were brothers and thought she’d changed under his influence, but assumptions from her early upbringing caught her off guard. She had heard too often that Blacks couldn’t learn anything more than field work and domestic tasks—that for their own good whites had to oversee them. She’d been surprised by things she shouldn’t have, such as how Randolph took initiative, was proud of his accomplishments, and how quick-minded he was. His quiet dignity and integrity impressed everyone who had any dealings with him.

Randolph would not meet John’s or Alma’s gaze in the early days. It seemed his eyes were turned inward to keep the two white people from knowing his mind. He remained distant, sensing Alma’s confusion and waiting to see if the couple deserved his trust. But he sang as he went about work, and Alma sometimes sat on the porch with her eyes closed, feeling the power of his deep, fluid voice and the words:


As I went down in the river to pray

Studying about the good old way

When you shall wear the starry crown

Good Lord, show me the way. 



When she knew him better, he explained the song had often been used as code for those planning escape. Walking in the river hid the scent from bounty dogs. And the song was a plea for God’s help to show the safest route.
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As she climbed the stairs to her son’s room, an image flashed to mind of the solitary pine box in the barn, the lid nailed tight in December. The ground had been too hard for digging when Ella died. There was nothing to do but to keep the body outdoors in the winter cold, frozen inside the wooden casket, to wait for the earth to soften enough to dig a grave. The coffin rested on two wooden sawhorses in a corner of the barn away from doors and cracks that let in thin sunlight. Alma had nailed bunches of last summer’s dried lavender on the upright beams nearest the coffin and fanned some out across the top to mask any odor. Tom wouldn’t go near the barn or even look in that direction. She’d had to do chores up there alone, even saddling the horse for rides to town, tasks Tom had always performed after his father died. But now there was no waiting. The robin was singing that spring’s melt was coming.

She lifted a calloused hand and knocked on Tom’s door. “Randolph is downstairs, Tom. He says the ground is soft enough to dig today. He’s here to help if you’re ready.” She didn’t expect an answer. She returned to the kitchen and sat at the table as Randolph finished his coffee.

After a bit, Alma said, “Is there something other than today’s business on your mind?”

“When’s school starting again? Our Nan is itching to be back in that little schoolhouse. Ginny and I teach her reading at home, but we don’t have many books. She’s gone through the ones she borrowed from the schoolhouse last year, reading them until the pages got weary. Now she’s turned ten, that Nan’s a sponge.”

“Good for her. She’s so smart.” She hesitated a moment. “Give Tom a little more time to get over this. I’m sure he’ll pick it up soon. When he does reopen the school, I hope Ginny will join him again as a teacher.” She was quiet for a moment, turning her empty cup in her hands. “John Minor believed his God-given mission was educating people deprived for so long. John may be gone, but he passed his beliefs on to his son. I hope nothing will change that, not even this terrible heartbreak.” She shook her head.

He hesitated and then said, “I heard talk in Lovingston last fall about what’s going on up here.” He looked at her cautiously.

“What did you hear?”

“Ugly talk. You were all so happy about the new baby coming, and then—well, things got so bad. I didn’t want to mention it. But it’s eating at me. I figure you need to know, especially if Tom’s going to start teaching again.”

“Fate has already dealt us a tough hand, and we’ve survived. I can bear whatever it is.”

“It happened when I’d stopped at the blacksmith to get Molly shod before she was to pull the tobacco wagon to the Lynchburg market. I was out back, leaning against the wall of the stable when I heard two men talking inside. I guess nobody suspected I was there.”

“Who was it?”

“It was the blacksmith himself, Jack Robbins, and a voice I couldn’t identify. More than likely another one of those Red Shirts like Robbins who tries to scare my people away from the voting polls with their rifles every election.” Randolph looked as though he’d swallowed something bitter.

“What did they say?”

“The voice I didn’t recognize swore
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