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An Explanation
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The reason this book begins with chapter 98 is that the final four books of the Biscuit McKee Mystery Series began with RED AS A ROOSTER, followed by BLACK AS SOOT and PINK AS A PEONY. WHITE AS ICE is the last book in the Biscuit McKee Mystery Series. For your own enjoyment, please read all four of these last books in the correct order, as the author makes no attempt to "bring the reader up to speed" with the story so far, and the stories interweave from one book to the next.

As a reminder to you, the usual "Author’s Note" at the beginning of a book is an all-inclusive one at the end of RED AS A ROOSTER. As you will have noticed, at the end of each book are lists of the original Martin Clan members, the town council chairs, the inhabitants of Beechnut House, a condensed Hastings genealogy, and who’s in Biscuit and Bob’s house during the ice storm.

Finally, various contests resulted in the use of the names of Hannah Heath, Veronica, Janice Adams Beene, Peggy Ann Dixon, and Mozelle Funderburk as characters in this final book. I hope you folks like the people you got to be!
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CHAPTER 98
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Day #4 - Saturday, December 12, 2000

BREAKFAST WAS A hit or miss affair. Bob and Reebok—and probably Doc as well—had slept in, so those few of us who managed to get up tiptoed around. With Reebok sleeping on the couch next to the wood stove, we couldn’t heat anything up, boil water for tea, or make coffee. Cold cuts and bare bread are a poor breakfast, as far as I’m concerned. I could have managed if we’d had some leftover pizza, but I hadn’t seen a pizza in three weeks. Dee found a collection of jams in the pantry and seemed perfectly content with putting marmalade on her bread.

I am not on her bread. I am on your lap.

“I heard somebody leave last night.” Dave nibbled on a rolled up slice of hard salami.

“Yeah.” I kept my voice low, much softer than Marmalade’s yowl. “Bob and Reebok took off on a call, but I have no idea what it was about.” I decided not to tell anybody about the call for Doc. I glanced at the battery-powered clock on the wall. “A couple more hours at most and we’ll find out for sure.” Poor Bob had looked so peaceful when Marmalade and I tiptoed out of the room ... 

I did not have to tiptoe. I always walk very quietly.

... I wanted him to be able to sleep as long as he could, but I could hear somebody tromping down the stairs—probably Ralph and Ida from the sound of their voices, and I thought I heard a “good morning” from Sadie, echoed by Rebecca Jo. It was like an army descending. I doubted the men would be able to sleep through the racket. As soon as the crowd spotted Reebok sleeping, they’d lower their voices, but by then it would probably be too late. Unless Reebok slept like the dead. I wondered where Henry was. Sleeping in, I guessed. He’d probably gotten up to pray last night.

Dee walked over to the bay window, parted the curtains, and looked out. “How did they ever get around on the ice? It looks awful out there.” 

I joined her and we watched raccoons and birds mobbing the feeders. The seed on the ground was soaking wet from the rain, but I doubted the raccoons cared.

Wet seed is better than no seed.

“Can somebody help me put out some more bird seed?”

Amanda nodded and peeled off toward the pantry. At this point everybody knew the bird-feeding routine. Of course, the back door squeaked as we opened it, and I hoped Reebok was a heavy sleeper. Between the Peterson’s racket and the back door burglar alarm, I didn’t hold out much hope.

By the time Amanda and I made it back inside, Reebok had joined the group. He must have stoked the wood stove as well because it was churning out the heat. I peeled off my outerwear, deposited it in the front hall, and noticed that somebody had already set up the percolator and a big pan of milk for hot chocolate.

Our town deputy must have been waiting for more of an audience. Once the two of us were seated, Reebok cleared his throat. He looked exceptionally severe. He was so young there weren’t any lines engraved on his face yet, but even so, his brow had a furrow across it that I’d never seen before.

“Hubbard Martin died last night,” he said.

Maddy clattered her orange juice glass against a plate. Ida and Ralph exchanged looks. Dee dropped the bread she’d just slathered with raspberry jam. It landed upside down, of course. Fortunately, it was on her plate and not on my floor. 

Dave rose halfway to his feet. “Are you sure he’s dead?”

Reebok leveled one of those looks at Dave. I could see why. What a stupid question. “We called out the ambulance to take the body up to Axelrod’s.”

Carol hadn’t said anything, but I thought she might need to be brought up to date. “Marvin Axelrod is the undertaker.”

“Gotcha. Thanks.” I thought about telling her about the green funerals, but decided this wasn’t the time for it. “How’s Clara doing?” I thought for a moment. As much as I disliked Clara, I felt bad about her husband’s death. “Do you think we should go over there?”

"And what?" Pat said. "Take a casserole?"

This storm was beginning to wear on everybody. Or maybe she just wasn’t her best early in the morning. 

“No,” Reebok said. “I imagine they’re all still asleep over there. Henry said he’d go back later today ... ” He let the sentence dwindle off.

"What do you mean, go back?" 

"He went over there with us."

Like Grand Central Station, I thought. I left the table while the others peppered him with questions, most of which I could hear him trying to evade. I walked into the living room to look out the window that faced Matthew’s house. As soon as I pulled the curtain back, the window fogged, and I could see the streaks where someone had tried to wipe the glass clear.

If it had been a normal death, a natural one, Reebok would have said so, and that would have been the end of it. But the fact that Bob had told me to send Doc next door—Doc was the county coroner. If a death was suspicious, he had to be the one to report it to the state medical examiner.

Had Clara killed Hubbard? Did she finally reach the end of her rope?

What rope?

Beside me, Marmalade meowed. I picked her up and hugged her close to me. I felt comforted by the scrape of her raspy tongue across my chin.

The yard was pocked with holes from where the men had played yesterday—or was it the day before? The days were all running together, and I couldn’t be sure when anything had happened. And now, with all the rain, walking would be even more treacherous than before.

I leaned my forehead against the glass pane. It was better this way, I thought. Hubbard’s brain had been so badly injured when he fell. From everything I’d heard, he might have been able to shuffle along, but he was basically a vegetable in every other way. I hated that term, but didn’t know how else to express it. Non-responsive. That’s the term I should have used. I couldn’t imagine living without my brain working, unable to think, to communicate, to reason.

But maybe he’d been alive in there, inside his brain. Maybe he’d known what people were saying to him. Did he have that—what did they call it?—that locked-in syndrome that somebody had mentioned? I had no idea what the symptoms were or whether he qualified.

As I returned to the kitchen, Ida asked the obvious question. “How could the ambulance get anywhere on this ice?”

“They’re equipped with built-in chains that engage automatically,” Reebok explained. “All they have to do is twist a lever.”

“Even with chains,” I said, “it can’t have been easy going. Not on these hills.”

Reebok shrugged. “Had to be done.”

Bob walked in at that moment, took a look at the group, and said, “I guess you’ve heard.”

“I told them, Sir.” He had a question in his voice, and Bob was quick to assure him that it wasn’t a secret.

“Everybody’s going to know eventually.”

Charlie was yawning as she walked into the kitchen. “Know what?” 

“Hubbard died last night,” I said.

She blanched—not a surprise since Hubbard was technically her boss, I supposed. With her as chair of the library board, who would she report to now? And then I felt an inward smile. She’d report to Ida, of course, since Ida was going to be the new chair of the town council. If anybody objected, I was certain everybody seated at this table, with the possible exception of Carol, of course, would be at the next council meeting, and we’d have Mary Frances with us. Or her diary at least, to provide the proof.

I could just imagine Ida drafting a long list of all her direct ancestors with the dates of birth, marriage, and death noted for every single one of them.

“The funeral’s going to have to wait,” Ralph said with great practicality. “I doubt they can dig a grave under these conditions.”

“That’s what coolers are for,” Ida said. She spread her hands when I gasped. “What? It’s logical. I’d imagine the funeral home has a generator.”

Seemed a little hard-hearted to me to express it quite that way. Of course, if Marvin didn’t have a generator, he could just leave the body in one of the freezing-cold rooms. What a gruesome thought.

“I think we need to get back up to the attic,” I said. “Eat up, everybody, and let’s get this show on the road.”

What show?

"Oh my gosh, I’ve forgotten to feed Marmalade. Thanks for reminding me, Sweetie.”

Goat poop.

Carol grinned and shook her head.

WE WAITED, THOUGH, until everybody was downstairs and well fed. It didn’t seem right to start attic exploring without the entire contingent. Glaze and Tom were the last to appear. Not so surprisingly, they once again had to endure a fair amount of teasing, but they took it in stride, even adding a few well-phrased rejoinders themselves.

Naturally, we let them know what had happened. I hadn’t expected any great show of emotion from them. After all, none of us liked Hubbard all that much, but I have to admit I was somewhat disgruntled to see how little impact Hubbard’s death seemed to have made on any of us. 

I looked around the table. Surely these friends of mine wouldn’t take it so casually if I were to die ...

Do not die!

Marmalade let out a loud squawk and vaulted into my lap. Once again, I’d thought without considering how my thoughts might be interpreted by Marmalade. I reassured her as best I could that I was healthy. She kneaded my tummy before she stretched out across my lap. I had to move my chair a bit back from the table to give her ample room. As long as I sat there, I made a point not to think about dying.

Good.

~ ~ ~
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IDA PLACED AN ELBOW on her knee and rested her forehead in her hand as the rest of us settled into our accustomed places in the attic circle.

“Are you all right, dear?”

“Don’t worry, Sadie. I’m okay. I just feel like poor Mary Frances had it really hard. I know this’ll sound silly, but I wish I could do something for her.”

“Maybe you feel so deeply about this,” Rebecca Jo said, “because you’re connected to her in a way the rest of us aren’t.”

Ida looked a question at her.

“You’re the one holding her journal. You’re the one reading her words.”

“I’m really impressed,” Maddy said, “at how much easier it’s become for you to read this”—she pointed to the book on Ida’s lap—“this backwards writing of hers. It’s like Biscuit said yesterday. Those first few entries? You had to struggle through just to make them out, but now you’re reading them as easily as I read my own writing.” She paused, and a funny look came over her face. “Except for the times I write notes to myself in the middle of the night and then can’t decipher them the next morning.”

“Maybe you should try writing them backwards,” Pat said, “and then hire Ida to interpret them for you.”

Ida smiled, but I felt like her heart wasn’t behind it.

“Thank goodness she had her son John,” I said. “And Miss Julia, too. I wonder if they became good friends, or would Miss Julia make her feel worse, just as a constant reminder that she couldn’t talk to Hubbard.”

“Maybe she did talk to him,” Easton said. “Did you ever think of that?”

Pat made a sound somewhere between a grunt and a squeal. “Are you kidding? In a tiny town like that? Like this, I mean. Everybody would have seen them.”

Easton frowned, but before she could say anything, Melissa spoke up. “Maybe Mother Julia helped.”

Maddy gave her a high five. “What a great idea. Like an intermediary.”

“I wish I knew when this storm was going to be over,” Charlie said.

“Oh, it’s over," Sadie said. "Now we just have to wait for the melting.”

“The rain will certainly help speed that process,” Dee said.

Pat turned a thumb downward. “As long as the temps don’t drop.”

“Speaking of which,” Ida said, “you won’t believe what this next entry is about.”

“Rain, I would suppose,” Dee guessed.

“You got it.”

Tuesday 24 September 1745

Rain, rain, rain, rain. This is the fourth day of unceasing misty rain. Thankfully the drizzle is not hard enough to swell the Mee-too-chee River beyond its banks, for which I am indeed grateful, for there is a large rock that reaches out into the stream, from which it is easy to scoop buckets of water. If the river level rises much more, that rock will be covered and the women will all get their skirts soaked gathering water. 

I need not worry about that, though. Mister Cyrus Fiske, our cooper, has been busy indeed trying to make enough rain barrels for every family to have one, but it is a time-consuming process. Naturally, Mister Homer Martin, as leader of the community, received the first one that was available.

Mister Fiske offered the second barrel to Silas and Louetta Martin, who refused it for now and insisted it go to Reverend Russell. Silas is ever the better man, and I find myself wishing that he could have led our company all these years. Yet, when I look at my young John lying so peacefully beside me on his trundle, I know that he will one day lead this community, and I intend that he shall do it well. I can only pray that Silas Martin will be willing to advise him.

"I think Mary Frances ought to be the one to advise him," Pat said. "She’s got her head on right."

"Except for all that eternal damnation stuff." Sadie brushed at something on her pink sweatshirt. 

It is my cat hair.

"But I agree," Sadie said. "She’d be a darn good advisor."

"They wouldn’t have listened to her, though," Carol pointed out. "Women’s opinions weren’t valued back then, remember?"

"You mean like they are now?" Charlie sounded bitter, and I wondered what sort of experience she’d had to make her so cynical.

I digress, though. Back to the rain. The ground must indeed rejoice after so dry a spell, but I do not rejoice. My cap is sodden and droops about my ears after even a short trip to the privy. My hems are splattered with mud up to my knees and consequently drag heavily as I walk. Once again I find myself envying Miss Julia and her divided skirts, for she—much to the horror of Mistress Russell—tucks her hems into the tops of her boots and thus keeps them from quite so much muddiness. Unfortunately, that means that her lower limbs are somewhat defined. Men and women alike eye her as she strides along the lanes. That woman is remarkable.

It has been yet another fortnight since I last wrote, and my dear Hubbard continues to avoid me. I know not what to do. I am becoming quite convinced that he has married someone else, the daughter of Miss Julia? Else why would he call her Mother? Why has she not told me? When I next speak with her privately, I will ask her directly. 

Are he and I both to be saddled with damned souls for that first marriage of ours?

"I wish I’d lived back then,” Pat said. “I would have announced the truth to the whole village.”

Ida gasped. “You couldn’t! You wouldn’t!”

“Why not?”

“Why not?” Maddy broke in. “I’ll tell you why not. Because you would have gotten Mary Frances run out of town and her son would have been in disgrace and ...”

She spluttered to a halt, for once unable to think of what else to say. 

"Those Ellis women seem to have gotten away with it," Pat argued. "They didn’t get run out of town."

I couldn’t think of a rejoinder to that. Apparently, neither could anybody else. Carol filled in the silence. “It was a completely different time back then, Pat. People didn’t think the way we do about the roles of men and women or the place of the church in the daily workings of people’s lives. We have to take those differences into account while we’re reading these journals.”

Pat harrumphed. “It stinks.”

“Yeah, I agree. In many ways it does.” Carol sighed. “Don’t think I haven’t longed for a time machine so I could go back and make a difference.”

“Wouldn’t work,” Ida said. “You can’t change history.”

“Not,” Rebecca Jo said, “without running the risk of messing it up even worse.”

“And probably getting yourself hanged in the process,” Ida said. 

Trying to soften the tension in the attic, I said, "All that rain doesn’t sound like much fun to deal with."

"Sort of like all this snow and ice?"

"We’re dealing okay, Melissa. It’s not that bad. At least we’re not soggy all the time."

My mom looked toward the runnels of water coursing down the leaded glass panes on the front of the house. "Not as long as we stay inside."

"Luckily," Melissa explained to Carol, "we don’t get too many bouts of constant rain here."

"Take that back," Sadie said. "I can remember a lot of spells of rain that lasted a week. They were seldom very hard rains, though. We always called it duck weather.” She started laughing so hard she had to hold onto her middle. “My father used to made quacking sounds every time it rained an easy rain like that.” We all just sort of looked at her. “Well,” she said, “it was funny when I was five or six.”

Pat rolled her eyes. “Why are you still laughing eighty years later?”

“The name just sort of stuck.”

So did the happy.

“You’re right, Marmalade,” Carol said. “The happy stuck as well.”

That got us all to chuckling. Marmalade was such a treasure.

Thank you.

“We called it Gray Rain,” Ida said. “I don’t know where it came from. Just one of those family things.”

“Maybe because of the color of the clouds,” Maddy suggested.

“Certainly was different than the rains with dark thunder clouds.”

“My family called it a Mississippi drizzle,” Charlie said.

“That’s a new one on me.” Rebecca Jo cocked her head to one side. “Why Mississippi?”

“That’s the way it rains there. A lot.”

I saw Sadie frown and open her mouth, as if to say something, but Easton spoke first. “I don’t even want to mention what my father called rain like that.”

Carol looked like she was going to ask for an explanation, but Sadie put her hand on Carol’s arm. The rest of us all knew what Easton’s dad had been like, and nobody up here wanted to hear profanity.

"Enough of the weather reports," Ida said. “Let’s keep going.”

Tuesday, 15 October 1745

Looking at the date of my last three entries, I find it has been more than two months since I discovered my dear husband was here in town. I have been unable to write, except for that brief mention of the excessive rain, which has since abated, for my evenings have been much taken up with visits from many of the women in town, most of them gossiping about Miss Julia of the divided skirts. Tonight, however, I must take these moments for myself to record a most revelatory meeting. Today, Miss Julia accompanied me—or rather young John and I accompanied her—to the meadow above the town. She accosted us as we walked past the Hastings home and thrust baskets into our hands. For mullein, she said, although I know that was but an excuse to speak privately with me. Except for great swatches of mullein spires that stood like sentinels guarding the late-blooming wild asters, the meadow was thankfully deserted. I say thankfully, for I am glad indeed that I heard what she had to say. She would not have said it if other ears had been about.

She made a point of telling me that Hubbard has remained true to me. 'You are his only wife and his only true love,' she said, and her words were balm to my aching heart.

"Great!" Dee raised a triumphant fist into the air. "It’s about time Mary Frances had some good news."

She told me much about her journey here with Hubbard and Ira. The one-armed man who fell from the cliff was Hubbard’s brother, as I discovered when Miss Julia and I first spoke about the stranger who had fallen from the cliff. The story she told me further of how much Ira had changed on their journey was a marvel to be sure. He may have left Brandtburg filled with desire for vengeance, but at the end he arrived here not for retaliation—for it was Homer Martin’s knife thrust that caused Ira to lose half his arm—but to beg Homer’s forgiveness for the inadvertent murder of Homer’s wife, my dear Myra Sue. If Hubbard had not been with Miss Julia on the journey, I would have believed she was talking not about Ira Brandt, but about another man altogether. 

What Ira did to Hubbard, though, early in their journey, sounded so like the Ira Brandt I knew from before that I felt my bile rise. Ira is the one who shoved Hubbard face-first into a bed of coals, which is the reason my dear husband’s face is so badly ravaged. Miss Julia assured me that it was an accident brought on by Ira’s overly impulsive nature, but I find my heart hardening even more against him. If he had not injured Hubbard so, my husband surely would have caught us up along the trail. And Miss Julia told me that Hubbard’s heart has seemed to bother him ever since that horrible accident. This is but another reason for me to blame Ira.

“His heart again,” Melissa said. “That sounds bad.”

“I hope he’ll be okay,” Maddy said. “What could people do for hearts back then?”

“You mean your gr-r-r-eat, consider-r-r-able r-r-research didn’t tell you about colonial heart attacks?” Dee rolled her r’s dramatically.

Maddy rolled her eyes, just as dramatically. "My research didn’t involve heart attacks."

“If somebody had a heart problem,” Carol said, “they were often treated with plants that had heart-shaped leaves or red roots.”

“And that worked?” I know I sounded incredulous, but that’s because I was.

“As well as any other thing they did back then. Bloodroot was one of the most effective tonics, and it’s actually been shown to be effective at lowering high blood pressure.”

“Really?” I thought back to the spring and could almost see the plant’s graceful leaves. “I have bloodroot growing in my yard, in one of those front flower beds.” I’d always liked the bright white flowers and the red stems.

“I wouldn’t suggest using it,” Carol said. “It can be highly toxic if you use the wrong amount.”

“Maybe I’ll just enjoy watching it bloom, then.”

“Good idea. I’ll look for it when I come back to see the daylilies in the park.”

“If you’ll let me,” Ida said, “I’ll continue this entry?”

Her words sounded like a question, but her tone was peremptory. We shut up.

Another reason for me to blame Ira, she repeated.

To be fair, though, Ira nursed Hubbard and managed to get him to Miss Julia, who was able to complete the healing process. I recall, too, that sometimes back in B the town we came from, there were times when my Hubbard seemed to run out of breath. Even on our wedding night, he—I cannot say it.

It may have been divine retribution that Ira contracted yellow fever and so he and Hubbard were delayed at Miss Julia’s household for more than a year while Ira slowly regained his strength, but I cannot understand why our Lord would want to keep my husband from me. At least I have the consolation of knowing that my Hubbard has remained true to me and did not remarry as I so pointlessly worried.

"You should have asked us," Melissa said. "We could have told you he was a good guy."

My soul is already compromised by this false marriage, so I feel no compunction against the sin of wishing, praying, that Ira’s aim had proved true and he had killed Homer on the church steps instead of Myra Sue. Perhaps if I had not stepped between them. But it is senseless to play that game, for no one can know what might have happened. 
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Tuesday, 15 October 1745

SILAS WATCHED HUBBARD—John Gilman—he had to be certain he called the man only by that counterfeit name—for Silas had not spoken falsely when he had said that the man’s life would be worth less than tuppence if Homer learned his true identity. Homer Martin never forgave anyone. Silas watched John Gilman walk down the hill, one hand holding the oak plank and the other extended almost as if the man were blind in both eyes, not only in the one.

The terror in John Gilman’s eye the moment he knew his identity was discovered had been almost painful for Silas to watch. He could not even imagine what the man must be thinking now as he staggered down the hill.

He knew almost without a doubt that there was something more to John’s story, something the man had not shared with him. He ran his hand across the half-carved birch tree on the door, recalling how gently, almost reverently, John had touched it. The man was a deep wellspring.

Silas knew something of Hubbard’s—Gilman’s—dexterity in carving. He had over the years seen samples of it on the few occasions when he and Homer had had some business in the Brandt portion of the town. Then, too, Robert Hastings had displayed in his tavern beneath the beechnut tree a variety of fine wooden cups made by Hubbard Brandt and adorned with leaf images. 

Louetta’s face came to mind, and with it, an unbidden image of how he could combine his S and her L into a sinuous design, perhaps here near the top of the door, among the leaves of the sugar maple, with each letter clear and separate, yet with the two of them supporting, upholding each other—not the clinging vine design he had devised with his and Sophrona Blanchard’s initials, where each had lost its own identity. Mayhap he would carve this new image, this better image, on the side of a cup, one she used often, one she could wrap her long fingers around.

He imagined her sitting across the table from him, her hands enveloping the S and the L. He imagined what her face would look like as he told her of this day’s conversation with John Gilman. She, after all, was the one who had encouraged him to elicit John’s help.

But did he dare to do that? He would trust his wife with his very life. But did he have the right to trust the life of John Gilman to her strong hands as well?

Still, he felt he needed to share this new knowledge with her. Every time he was in her presence, he felt buoyed up with a certainty that life held promise. His artist’s eye had seen the same look in her face—a sure knowing that the two of them could face any storm together.

Most certainly, this situation with John Gilman was a storm in the brewing, and Silas Martin, despite the fact that he had never seen the ocean, could well imagine pounding waves breaking over the land.

––––––––
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“WEDNESDAY, 16 OCTOBER,” Ida read. 

I interrupted her. “Hubbard wrote something on the fifteenth.”

Ida waved her hand in a wide arc. “By all means, go ahead.” Her words sounded almost snippy, but her mouth was quirked up in a little grin. I think she enjoyed this back-and-forth as much as I did.

I held up the journal. "I don’t know if any of you have noticed this, but Hubbard always underlines the date."

"Of course we haven’t noticed it," Pat said. "You’re hoarding that journal like it belongs to you."

"I am not. You could look at it any time you want to."

"Cut it out!" Maddy’s sharp voice did the job. Pat subsided and, after a few deep breaths, so did I. I was so ready for this storm to move out of the valley. And these people to move out of my house.

I will stay here with you.

Marmalade pushed her nose under my free hand, and I obliged her with a short scratch before I began to read.

Tuesday 15 October 1745. I found my brother’s grave today. It is no wonder Mother Julia and I saw no trace of him after we turned north from our campsite. I should have known he would not heed my advice, that he would search to the south instead. Oh, my brother, my brother. Remember the day you carried me home that time I fell out of a tree? I must have been four or five. I know I had not yet begun to attend classes at Master Ormsby’s school. I cried, for that was the day I injured my leg so badly, but I can still feel the rough comfort of your arms about me. 

"Oh," Glaze said. "What a sweet story."

"I hope Hubbard held that image of Ira for the rest of his life," I said.

Maddy muttered something, and I distinctly heard the word murderer. "Give it over, Maddy." I have to admit I was getting exasperated with her. "Ira changed."

"He still—"

"No!" I said. "Don’t you think he paid a heavy price already for what he did? Didn’t you ever hear about forgiveness?"

She held her hands up as if to ward off my anger. But she didn’t apologize.

I took another deep breath. Maybe I needed to light one more candle?

"Forgiveness doesn’t change the past," Sadie said, "but it does change the future."

"So?" Maddy still sounded incredibly belligerent.

"You’re carrying around an awful lot of resentment," Sadie said. "It must be quite heavy."

Maddy raised her chin and straightened her shoulders. I could understand why. Sadie was usually much more diplomatic. Maybe this storm was getting to her as well.

At last, I can mourn him, but not in public. Only with Mother Julia. He lies now beneath a wooden cross that declares him ‘an Unknown Man.’ In many ways that is perhaps true, for no Martin would have recognized the man Ira became as we journeyed here. His contrition over the death of Myra Sue Russell—Myra Sue Martin—was deep and most real, so unlike the man who left Brandtburg more than four years ago. It is that new man I mourn.

“I feel so blinking sorry for Hubbard,” Dee said. “He didn’t deserve all this.”

Ida tilted her head toward my book. “Mary Frances wrote her next entry the day after that one.”

“Go ahead,” I said. “Hubbard doesn’t say anything else until the end of November.”

Wednesday, 16 October 1745

I am most reluctant to speak with my dear Hubbard, lest I find myself unable to restrain my love, yet I long to let him know that I have remained true to him. I find—I fear—that I must now trust Miss Julia, for she knows that John is the son of Hubbard. One word of who the father of my child is, and our survival here would become precarious indeed. There is the possibility, too, that she might tell my Hubbard that I have recognized him and that I still consider myself his true wife, for she loves him like a son and must ache to relieve his pain, the pain he feels at thinking that I have spurned my marriage to him. If she does that, if she tells him the truth, will he throw caution aside and come to me? 

I think he will not, for he was ever a man to consider the consequences of his actions. 

I find that I am most comfortable in Miss Julia’s presence, and yet the threat still lurks that she, even without meaning to do so, might endanger my son. Perhaps when we meet again, for she has promised to show me how she divides her skirts so gracefully, I may have the opportunity to ask—nay, to beg her to hold the knowledge of my true marriage to herself.

My niece Parley is still perilously ill, but I find it hard to think about her since I am in such a quandary over what to do about my sweet Hubbard.

Ida reached for the water she’d brought upstairs with her.

After she drained her glass, she sat quietly for a moment. Nobody said a word as we watched her collect herself. 

17 October 1745

I sit here thinking about my Hubbard and how different my life would have been if we had openly acknowledged our love, if we had married in the sight of men as well as of God, if my dear Myra Sue had never been killed. If, if, if—what a useless word. There is only now, what is, what cannot be changed.

"She sounds very Zen," Amanda said.

What is vereezin?

"What do you mean?" I asked. It sounded like Marmalade was asking the same thing.

"Well, all that stuff about now being all there is. That’s considered a very enlightened attitude nowadays."

"Except that things can be changed," Glaze said.

"Not really," Amanda countered. "All we can change is our reaction or response to things that have happened. That way those things might not repeat themselves."

"Enough!" Pat sounded thoroughly fed up, and I wondered why she’d reacted so vociferously to such a bland comment. "Keep reading, Ida."

On my wedding night, the night young John was conceived, I felt so buoyed up by the certainty that my life with Hubbard was assured. Buoyed up by my happiness and his. So happy to be facing a life that—yes—would have had its difficulties, but a life that the two of us would face together, each of us somehow stronger, more certain when we faced it side by side. Only occasionally do I feel any degree of certainty now, and it is always when I hold my son—Hubbard’s son—or watch him as he grows not only in height, but in strength as well. When he throws his arms around my neck and I look at his dear face, I see the face of my Hubbard, but also a face that holds some trace of me—the best of each of us combined in John’s small being. Then, and only then do I feel light.

That lightness lasts only until I see or hear or think about Mister Homer Martin. Then I fear I am drowning, sucked into a swamp worse than the ones we skirted as we journeyed here. I fear I will never have the strength to continue. But continue I must, for John needs me. And I need my son. I need to see him grow into a man, the image of his father.

It is late, and I grow too voluble, too maudlin. 

"That’s for sure," Charlie said, but we all ignored her.

"She never mentioned any swamps before," Maddy said. "I wonder why not?"

"There’s probably a lot she didn’t mention," Ida said. "She only had five books."

"You’d think she’d at least mention a swamp. It sounds pretty interesting."

"Not if you’re trying to get wagons around one without getting stuck," Pat said.

There are still chores to complete before I can go to my loveless bed. I cannot help but be envious of the obvious respect that Louetta Martin and her husband hold for each other. Jane Elizabeth Hastings and Mister Hastings as well. Never do they cringe from each other’s presence as I try not to do too obviously when Homer Martin comes within sight. Will young John ever learn what it is for a man truly to love a woman, for a woman truly to respect a man? How will he learn it if he never sees it in his own house? It is good that the harvest is to begin within a few days, for I need my mind to be taken away from these disheartening thoughts.

“I can’t take much more of this,” Ida said. “I need to go rummage through that costume jewelry or something.”

“Maybe you could dive in a trunk,” Sadie said.

“Or a hatbox?” Pat had a question in her voice.

“Nope. I don’t want to risk coming across the Titanic or those volcanoes that erupted or"—she laughed—"even a circus with only one horse.” She set the journal aside, removed her gloves, and strode purposefully toward the dresser near the stairs. “Good,” she said. “These chains are all snarled up. Just what I need,” and she set to work untangling them.

We all watched her for a few moments and then gradually dispersed. I took a minute to go over to Maddy and ask if we were still friends.

~ ~ ~
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1806

EMMA AND CAROLINE Hastings huddled in their special hideaway in the attic, giggling. They had a few minutes before they had to be ready to leave for church services, and they had chosen to spend it in their nest, which is what they called the area they had set up only for themselves. 

They had already gone through their usual birthday argument that morning about which of them had been born first. Of course, nothing was ever decided from one year to the next, for the midwife said it had been one way and their Aunt Julietta said it had been the other way—that Caroline was the older of the two.

Not that it mattered. The two girls looked so alike, they could have traded their names and nobody, not even their mother, would know the difference. As a matter of fact, they often had done just that, sitting in each other’s accustomed place at the table or at school. The schoolmistress claimed to be able to tell them apart by the difference in their handwriting, but the twins knew she was wrong about that. It served their purpose, though, to let her think what she would. 

Once, when one of them had misbehaved near the end of a school day, Miss Fanison had assigned that twin the task of writing I will not talk out of turn nor disrupt the class a hundred times. Instead of keeping the girl after school to complete the charge, which would have necessitated Miss Fanison staying late as well, she had ordered Emma—whom she had thought was Caroline, for they had traded seats—to hand in the assignment first thing the next morning.

The girls had gleefully shared the task that afternoon, each one writing the sentence one time and then passing the paper to the other, who wrote the next sentence and handed it back. Only fifty times apiece did not seem like such an onerous chore, particularly when they could laugh throughout the process. Poor Miss Fanison had been so sure the next day that “Caroline” had been brought to heel, and they had not deigned to correct her misconception. They hugged their secret to themselves. Some days they wished Miss Fanison would go back to Ireland from whence she had come, but other days they thought they had better keep someone whom they could deceive so easily. The next schoolmistress or schoolmaster might be a more perceptive individual. 

The only person in all of Martinsville who could tell the twins apart and never make a mistake about it was Rose, their older sister.

Now, however, they did not have to worry about Rose. Rose was out of the house, walking early to church with Baxter Hoskins who had begun to court her in earnest. Emma and Caroline thought Baxter was most comical. He reminded them of a puffed up bantam rooster. “All jaunt and no substance” is what Emma had said of him once, and Caroline had agreed. 

Caroline pulled from her pocket the necklace her father had given her at breakfast this morning as she had sat in Emma’s usual seat. Emma slipped her own necklace, almost exactly like Caroline’s, from her pocket as well. Wordlessly, the girls looked at each other, and each knew what the other one thought. The necklaces would have been pretty enough if the twins had had nothing to compare them to, but they were mere baubles compared to the lovely silver pendant their mother wore. Their father, Reuben Sewell Hastings, had given the heavy pendant, which hung from a substantial silver chain, to their mother, Astaline Shipley Hastings, on their wedding day, and she had worn it ever since. The entwined initials, RSH and ASH, had always seemed to both twins to be almost magical in their beauty.

Emma and Caroline knew that their mother’s necklace would pass to Rose when Mother died. Rose was the oldest surviving daughter, so they never questioned the rightness of that ruling. But whenever they saw a necklace worn by another woman, they always compared it to the one their mother wore. Every other necklace paled in comparison. 

Now, they each held a sweet pendant on a delicate gold chain. Emma’s was a translucent faceted light blue stone that had sparkled in the morning sunlight that streamed across the breakfast table. Father had handed it to her saying, “I wanted you to have this, Caroline, since you are so grown up now.” Caroline’s stone, also translucent, was a lovely green. It had been bestowed with the wish that “You will wear it with pride, Emma.”

Caroline giggled again. “Did you see the laughter in Rose’s face when Father mixed up our names just because we were sitting each in the other’s place?”

“Why can nobody else tell us one from the other?” Emma may have been giggling, but there was a modicum of hurt in her voice as well. “Even Father. Even Mother.”

“At least we have Rose. She would never make such a mistake.”

“If we wear these, though ...” Emma’s voice became uncertain. “They are so ... so different—one blue and one green.”

“Whatever was he thinking, Emma? We cannot wear two such different necklaces.”

“We had best wear them to church this morning and to the party this evening or he will notice.”

“You are right. We do not want him to think we do not appreciate his gift.”

Emma held up her necklace to the shaft of morning light that came through one of the high attic windows. “It is nothing like Mother’s.”

“Here,” Caroline said, lifting her sister’s long hair away from her neck. “I will help you put yours on, and you will help me with mine.”

They wore the necklaces to church that day, where they received many admiring comments about the beauty of the small stones.

Later, they switched necklaces and wore them to the small birthday party held after the evening meal. Aunt Julietta was particularly effusive. “Reuben, these are lovely.”

“I felt my girls were old enough now to have a bit of fine jewelry.”

“You spoil them,” Mother said, but there was enough affection in her voice that the girls knew she did not mean it.

Even if Mother and Father cannot tell us apart, they both thought at the same time, it is clear that they love us equally.

They waited three months, during which they wore their necklaces most days, and then they crept away to the attic, tied the two chains together so they were hopelessly entwined, and deposited the necklaces in a drawer.

Father never noticed, and if Mother did, she never questioned them about it.

By the time Mother died later that year, the twins had forgotten about the two such different necklaces.
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CHAPTER 100
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"YOU’D THINK SOMEBODY did this on purpose,” Ida said a few minutes later.

“Did what?”

She looked over at me. “Tangled them up like this.”

“That’s why I didn’t even try to separate them.” I pulled the silver pendant out from under my sweatshirt. “I found this in that pile the first day we were up here.”

Ida set the necklaces down on the table and took a closer look at mine. “That’s lovely, Biscuit. Wonder why it was in the attic?”

“Me, too. I couldn’t imagine anyone setting it aside like that." I pointed to the pile on the dresser top. "Especially not in such a jumbled mess.”

Pat wandered over. “Looks like you’ve got a real treasure, Biscuit.”

“I can tell you’re not going to want to give it up to the museum,” Maddy said.

Dee joined the group. “Is there anything else good in there, Ida?”

“No. Just a bunch of junky costume jewelry. Just what I needed to get my mind off Mary Frances and her troubles.” She held up a tiny bracelet. “So far I’ve only managed to separate this one little bracelet.”

“It looks like one of those name bracelets that used to be so popular for little girls.”

“Yeah, but two of the letters are missing. “M - space - R - T - space - E.”

“You don’t suppose that could have been Myrtle Snelling’s, do you?” Sadie stood and joined us. “She was sister to Perry Hoskins,” she explained to Carol, “and she lived here as a child, up until she married Frank Snelling.”

By that time everyone was crowded around the dresser. “Can’t you just see Myrtle as a little girl,” Rebecca Jo said, “up here sticking her inquisitive little nose into all the drawers?” She turned to Carol. “Myrtle has her own gossipy newspaper column called Myrtle’s Musings from Martinsville in our county’s weekly paper."

"I remember," Carol said. "She’s the one who wrote that story about the letter she found."

"That’s right. What do you want to bet she’s the one who tangled everything up like this?”

“Sounds just like Myrtle,” Ida said, handing the little bracelet to Rebecca Jo. “Why don’t you give her this once the storm is over and see if she remembers it? Meanwhile, I’m going to keep tackling this mishmash.” She held up the tangle, and a ray of afternoon sunlight, enhanced no doubt by reflections from the glittery wet ice outside, bounced off one of the small pendants.

“Wait a minute,” Carol said. “We need to take a closer look at these.” She reached for the jumble.

“That’s my tangle,” Ida said. “Don’t you go straightening it out!”

“I wouldn’t dream of it.” But Carol sounded distracted as she walked closer to the windows. She edged aside a couple of the obviously cheap chains until two delicate dangles hung partially separate from the rest. “Do you have any idea what we have here?”

Ida shook her head. So did the rest of us, except for Pat. “You’re right, Carol.” Her face took on a sort of wonder as she pointed to the light green bauble on the end of one of the chains. “That’s peridot.”

“And the blue one is aquamarine,” Carol said. “I’d stake my reputation on it.”

“Semiprecious stones? And they were here,” Ida said, “with Myrtle’s broken baby bracelet?”

“Can you get them untangled,” Sadie asked, “without damaging the chains?”

“Gold chains,” Carol said.

“I plan to do just that,” Ida said. “Will you help me, Carol? If you hold these two so I can use both my hands on the chains ...”

We left them to work in peace. I lost track of time, but it was quite a while later that they managed to get all the cheap chains removed. “Look at this,” Ida said. “It’s like somebody tied these two gold chains together over and over again.”

“Almost makes me think we ought to leave them that way,” Maddy said.

Pat traced her finger down the entwined chains. “I sure do wonder what’s the story behind these.” 

“Oh dear.” Ida’s words fairly dripped with exasperation. “Not another mystery."

Once the necklaces, still tied together, were enshrined in one of the museum drawers, Ida puttered around, finally ending up at the old desk where we’d found the veterinarian’s case notes. She opened the middle drawer and pulled out a pencil. “Finally,” she said, “something with no story behind it. No mystery. Nothing.”

“I wouldn’t be too sure about that,” Maddy said. “There’s always a story behind everything.”

“You hush up,” Ida said. “I don’t want to hear it.”

~ ~ ~
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1861

ELIZA HAD BEEN married to Gideon Hoskins for just one interminable half of one excruciating year. Already she regretted it. It was time for her to write her weekly letter to her cousin, and she could think of nothing to say. Nothing at least that Gideon would not object to when he read what she had written. 

He always read her letters before she could post them.

What could she write that would give nothing away?

She picked up her pen and reached for the ink, but then had another thought. Setting her pen to one side, she went upstairs to Young Gideon’s room and found the pencil her cousin had sent to him. She would return it to his room before he came home from school, although she knew that her stepson, already well beloved by her, would never begrudge her the use of it.

Tuesday, 22 October 1861

Beechnut House

Martinsville Georgia

Mistress Augusta Russell Tardy

Tardy House

Surreytown Georgia

My dear cousin,

As you can see, I have purloined the pencil you sent to my son

She stopped. Using the rubber tip attached to the end of the pencil, she erased that last word. Gideon would surely have objected.

... my stepson this past month. I know he wrote to thank you for it, for I must admit I insisted he do so. Once he began the chore, though, he seemed to enjoy it, for he wrote and erased with great abandon. Truly, having an eraser attached to a pencil is a real convenience. I was glad you shared Mister Lipman’s invention with us. I have already made use of it, as you can see from the mess I made several lines above this one. 

I wonder that these pencils did not appear in our valley until only recently, for if, as you say, the attached eraser was patented in 1858—however did you learn that detail?—I should think they would have spread throughout this country immediately, for they are so very useful. Still, the Metoochie River Valley has, as you know, always been a place set aside from the rest of the country. 

We have seen a number of our young men prepare to fight in the war, but as yet there have been few who have left. Irraiah Martin has told me that her son Morgan is determined to be a drummer boy should there be a general call to arms. Her heart is nearly broken, for her husband will do naught to discourage the boy.

Young Gideon is in school as I write this, otherwise he would be using the pencil himself, for he writes and draws prodigiously, mostly about the animals he has seen around town, and the ones he secretes in the woodshed as he tries to heal their broken legs or injured wings.

An unwelcome vision came to Eliza’s mind, of Gideon coming home, reading the letter, and storming out to the shed to search for Young Gideon’s hidden patients. He would wring their necks with no thought whatsoever, for he had no place in his heart for healing or compassion. Indeed, he seemed to delight in disrupting the plans of others.

Inwardly blessing Mr. Lipman and his wondrous invention, she erased everything past the word prodigiously. Then she went back and re-erased the entire section several times until she was sure her husband would be unable to decipher what she had first written there.

... prodigiously, and he seems to have a great ability in doing so, for his sketches of birds’ heads and the hindquarters of our neighbor’s cows are quite detailed. I am startled sometimes when I take the ironed clothes into his room to see a drawing of the tongue and teeth of a horse, for it looks so real I can almost hear the neigh. I can practically see the wiggling when he draws a caterpillar, and I am entranced when he sketches the wings of a butterfly.

The letter was far too short. She could imagine Augusta’s disappointment in receiving it, but she truly could think of nothing else to say to her cousin. I am in despair. Gideon twisted my arm so hard yesterday I feared he might have broken it. Does your offer of a refuge still stand?

But no. She could not break her wedding vow. Not that she was particularly concerned about that, for had not Gideon broken his vows when he ceased to treat her with kindness? When he had ceased to care for her? But there was nothing in the wedding vows that said he must be kind. Only the stricture that she obey her husband in all things.

No. The true reason she stayed was that she could not leave Young Gideon. He depended on her. He was precious to her. She prayed daily that he would not turn out like his father. Surely a child with so much beauty built into his very soul could never become such a man.

I look forward to hearing from you, Augusta, for I enjoy your letters so much.

Your loving cousin,

Eliza Russell Hoskins

(Mrs

She went back and erased the abbreviation in that last line and wrote Mistress instead. Gideon was unlikely to appreciate anything so newfangled.

(Mistress Gideon Hoskins)

There. She could barely see the erasure mark. This pencil was a marvel indeed.

~ ~ ~
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IDA SET THE PENCIL down and turned her back on the desk. She leaned against it. “Okay,” she said. “I’ll admit it.”

“Admit what?”

“You were right, Carol. I’m addicted to this history stuff. As much as it hurts, I think I need to go back to reading the journal.”

“Hooray,” Glaze said. “Now I can put away these boring cards and never think of them again.” Her stack of rejects had gotten quite tall.

"Wait," Dee said. "I think I may have something." She left the trunk she’d been poking around in and brought yet another old-looking paper over closer to one of the eyebrow windows. No wonder. Even with all the light filing into the attic from outside, the area where she’d been working was cast in gloom, shadowed by one of the tall bookcases.

"What is it?"

"I don’t know," she told me, "but it just feels like it might be old."

Marmalade jumped onto a small wicker stand nearby. 

It is very old.

"Better put on the gloves," Carol warned her. "Marmalade says it’s very old."

I felt that familiar frisson of anticipation ripple across my shoulders. Ida handed Dee a pair of gloves.

The paper had been folded into quarters. It looked like it was written in a cramped hand, filling both sides of the sheet. As she held it up to the light, I could see what a mess the paper was, more like scribbles than writing.

"More Mary Frances?" Maddy sounded like she really wanted it to be from her favorite.

"No." Dee sounded discouraged somehow. "Is this what you meant when you talked about cross-writing, Carol?"

It didn’t take Carol even two seconds to respond. "You’re right. Whoever wrote it obviously wanted to conserve paper."

Dee pored over it for a moment before she gave up. "Anybody willing to try deciphering this?"

Surprisingly, it was Easton who stepped forward. "I’ll try."

"Gloves," Carol said.

It took Easton a few minutes to get the hang of it, but eventually what came out was well worth the effort.

My husband Charles sleeps like the very dead, but tonight I feel restless, so I have lit one candle and taken up this sheet of paper, the only one I have. I am not elderly by any means, but I found as I lay trying to sleep that I was beginning to forget details of what my father told Thomas so many years ago.

She stopped reading. "Who’s your father?"

"As if she’ll tell you," Charlie muttered from off to the side.

Easton disregarded her. "Let’s get back into our circle," she said, "while I try to figure this out." By the time we were seated, she’d found her answer. "It’s here at the bottom—or rather the edge, since she was cross-writing—of the back side. Edna Russell Hastings, 3 August 1764." She looked at Carol.

"Edna Russell was in her mid teens when they left Brandtburg in 1741. I’d have to look it up to be sure, but I don’t remember any other Edna in the group. Her father was Anders Russell, the minister."

Easton looked back at the first line. "And Charles? Who was he?"

"The only Charles in the group was Charles Hastings. He was the oldest son of Robert—the innkeeper—and Jane Elizabeth Benton Hastings. He was almost twenty when they left."

"And Robert’s the one who built Beechnut House," I reminded everyone.

"And Charles probably became the innkeeper after his father," Maddy suggested.

"So, Edna would have been living here when she wrote this." Easton’s mouth curved into a brilliant smile as she looked around the attic. I felt the same way. Magic.

"Don’t keep us waiting," Glaze said. "What did her father tell her?"

"He didn’t tell her." Easton looked back at the paper. "He told Thomas." Again, she looked at Carol.

"Thomas was Edna’s brother, a few years older than she was."

"Right!" Maddy sounded excited. "He’s the one who married MaryAnne after she spanked Barnard. Remember? Barnard made fun of how Thomas stuttered?"

It all came back, but before I could peel off into reminding the group that MaryAnne was also the one who’d thrown herself over her little brother to protect him from the mountain lion, Easton brought a halt to all the speculation.

It was important for Thomas to remember, Father said, as it was the true history of the Martins. He was not aware that I listened from the next room. Just yesterday I mentioned our father’s revelations of long ago to Thomas, but he did not recall them. Mayhap our Father’s words seemed not so important to him as they did to me. This is all the more reason for me to record these facts lest they be forgotten by everyone. I know that many of the women of the town do not know any of this, for those generations of long ago seem lost in the haze of years, and the orders of Homer Martin still bind the tongues of all our original company so that we speak not of Brandtburg.

"This oughta be good," Easton breathed, and kept reading.

The first Martin to move into the valley in the north—the valley we left in 1741—came into a place that had long been settled by the Brandts. The Martins now, my father told Thomas, do not believe that. They believe the Martins were there first, but does it not make sense that a town named Brandtburg would have been founded by the Brandt family? Thomas could not argue with his reasoning, nor can I.

Albion Martin, the grandson of the first Martin, married Lucelia Sabriss who had escaped in 1692—I do believe that was the year Father mentioned, but I am not certain. She escaped with her father before the witch trials began in the Massachusetts colony. 

Easton’s eyes widened and she raised her voice above our mutters. "The Salem witch trials?"

Many of the Brandts said she was a witch herself, but Father told Thomas instead that she was a healer, a woman knowledgeable about herbs and poultices. Their six children were all born with cauls, though.

"What are cauls?"

Maddy, of course, was the one who answered Easton. "Something you don’t hear about very often. It’s when the birth sac is sort of stuck completely around the newborn."

Easton made a face.

"It’s extremely rare," Carol said. "I’m not surprised that people thought she—what did you say her name was?"

"Lucelia."

"That they thought she was a witch."

"How rare?"

I was glad Pat asked. I’d been wondering the same thing.

"About one caul birth out of every hundred thousand or so."

"Good grief," I said. "And they had six of them, all in that one family?"

"Like I said"—Carol was nodding sagely—"no wonder they thought she was a witch."

As the witch rumors began to spread through the town, Albion moved his whole family—wife, parents, children—east onto the side of the mountain. That was where all the families of the Martin clan lived until the exodus. All except for my family—the Russells—in the parsonage near the edge of Brandtburg, the Robert Hastings family, who lived above the public house, and Willem Breeton, who defied custom and built his house in the center of the town, but I am jumping ahead in time, for those houses came later in the story.

It is important that you know, Father said, that the Brandts murdered Albion and Lucelia and left their bodies lying beside the road. 

"Oh no." Easton sounded as shocked as I felt
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