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  Lucy May


  LUCRETIA MAY FRENCH
1692–1705
TAKEN BUT NOT FORGOTTEN


  THE MOTHER CAN SEE THE TORCHES CLEARLY FROM THE kitchen window now. Six of them moving as one, like a fiery reptile up the steep switchback that ends at the settlement on the hill. There will be more than six men, of course. It sometimes takes a dozen to deal with a family that is foolishly reluctant. She squints into the moonless night and can imagine the others: dark hunched-over lumps linking the flames together, creating a solemn and single-minded chain.


  She had seen it nearly an hour ago. At first, they were a few tiny dots of yellow in the valley, specks that flickered in and out of visibility. If she hadn’t been looking for them, she wouldn’t have noticed. But she had been looking. Every mother of a child of gifting age would be. It is a night for mothers to stand at windows and pray.


  Her eyes ache from the squinting. Still, she can’t discern if the specks are moving. The night is so dark that there’s no point of reference, no darker tree line or hillcrest to judge distance or movement. She can only see a fire in the village’s center and the pinpoints of light that either move away or toward her, she can’t be sure.


  “Are they coming up the mountain?” Her husband has refused to stand by her, suggesting that watching and fretting is a womanly manner of worry. But he’s been checking with her every five minutes or so, as worried as she but unwilling to show it.


  “I can’t tell if they’re moving or if they’ve stopped. They’re too far away, and it’s so dark.”


  The husband is at the stove, and when he’s finished, he brings the woman a cup of something hot. “Drink this. You need to relax. You’ll give yourself a headache staring into the dark like that.”


  “Thank you,” she says, but doesn’t drink. She sets it on the sill, and when it steams the glass she moves it to the floor.


  Eventually she’s able to determine that they are moving away from the town, toward the mountain. The moon is rising now, and it emits just enough amber light that she can make out the curve of where the mountain dips toward the town. With that edge as a reference, she can see that the dots of light are indeed getting closer.


  A half hour later, when the line of torches disappears behind a hill, she still can’t take her eyes away. It’s the only window in the small cabin, and it faces south toward the town and toward the path that she’s taken at least once a day for most of her life. She knows every step of that skinny trail as well as she knows the floorboards in her house. She could run it in the dark if she wanted. So why does that line of greedy men move so slowly? Why can’t they get to wherever they’re going and be done with it . . . be done with this torture of mothers.


  Nearly an hour after the last torch had moved below the edge of the mountain, she can see a glow off to the left as the first comes back into view. Then the second is quickly followed by the third until all six are visible: a line of flickering flames with six dark lumps connecting them.


  There are only three houses on the hill: The Thompsons who had given their middle girl the year before, the Ellis family who had a child a few months short of gifting age, and her own family, the Frenches, with one, Lucy, who had just become old enough at thirteen. The mother holds her breath as the procession of light and dark approach the entrance to the first house. It’s Ella Thompson’s home, a woman with whom she has grown and has loved like a sister. She closes her eyes and says a prayer that is not generous toward her dearest friend. In fact, it offers no remembrances of their sisterly bond. It is the prayer of a desperate mother, a plea to whatever god would allow such a process. It’s a selfish prayer, but it’s the only one she has. When she opens her eyes, she can see that the prayer has not been answered. The line is still moving, still progressing as one.


  “Netty. Come away from the window,” her husband says. “Please. Watching won’t change what’s already done.”


  She knows he’s right. The name has already been drawn. But still, she can’t stop herself.


  “Where is Lucy May?” She doesn’t take her eyes from the dark.


  “I sent her upstairs to be with her sister and brother. I told them to pray.”


  “As if it could do any good.” She says it more to herself than to her husband. “Why do we even do this? It’s not our tradition. As if a river could curse a town.”


  “But it’s our tradition now. We all agreed to it,” the husband says. “And it’s our river.”


  “Still, why do they have to come at night?” she whispers into the glass. “Why do they have to creep up on us like a ravenous serpent?” It’s the torches that she hates the most. And now, as they round another corner and come straight up the hill, she can see that there are actually seven of those flames, two at the front, probably to light the path better or to scare away animals. And as they continue their slow progression, those two front torches are like eyes. Two fiery and hungry eyes. She cowers into the curtain.


  The line stops in front of the Ellis house, and the mother feels shame at her relief. She relaxes the fists that have been clenched so tightly that her nails have created bloody crescents in her palms. She licks at them unconsciously as she peeks from behind lace, watching with hope as the door to the Ellis home opens. First a crack, then all the way. She can barely make out the shape of Irma Ellis as she steps onto the porch, holding a lamp up to the men, listening, then shaking her head.


  Is she pleading? Arguing? Her heart goes out to Irma, a dear woman who has already given two. But she hopes she won’t shame herself and her family. After all, giving is an honor. Everyone understands that.


  “Do it quickly, Irma, so we can get on with our lives,” she whispers aloud, but not so loud that God or the river or the torches can hear. Even she, in her fear, knows that pleading is wrong.


  But then, as if a plug has been yanked from inside of her, what little compassion she feels for her neighbor drains out. She watches as the woman turns with the lamp held higher and points a long arm toward the next and only house at the top of the hill. The fiery line turns as one, following the arm’s direction. And then it slithers forward.





  Alice


  ALICE FRENCH WHITAKER
DAUGHTER, SISTER, WIFE
1874–1905


  HE KEEPS SAYING IT, OVER AND OVER, LIKE A PRAYER OR A PROMISE. “I didn’t kill her,” he says, even when no one asks. They assume his guilt now. They stand back and whisper as he walks unsteadily through town. Talking to himself. Speaking of death and innocence. It’s as if he’s hearing the voices of the dead, and possibly he is. Possibly he’s hearing me now, after nearly a decade of ignoring my every word, my every need. I hope he can’t stop hearing me.


  “You killed me, Edgar.” I hiss in his ear and he flinches.
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  My name is Alice. It’s an unremarkable name, but it suited me. I was never an attractive girl, cursed with a nose too long for a face too round. My mother, with her finite capacity to comfort, referred to the protrusion as “aquiline.” In reality it was just big, bullying its way into the limited space between my eyes and my mouth from the time I was twelve. It grew with the same relentless aggression as my limbs, resulting in a gangly creature with skin and hair so white some folks in Riverton assumed me to be albino. I resembled a snowy egret, without the grace or beauty.


  My father, Dr. Wilfred French, with no sons to treasure, doted on my younger sister Julia. I could never blame him for his appreciation of her. It was as if she had been sculpted by a God hoping to compensate for his earlier artless error. That pride my father felt for Julia transitioned abruptly when his heavily browed eyes fell on me. No academic accomplishment—and I had enjoyed many in our tiny Riverton school—could change that. Despite the recommendations of Principal Newel, Father refused to invest in my higher education. He believed there could only be two options for daughters: either we would be married or we would be a burden. There was little question as to which of those futures Julia would enjoy, if only our father could find someone suitable. I, however, was destined for the latter.


  But Father underestimated the desperation that can exist in a lonely man’s soul. Sometimes, all a man needs are the warmth of a woman’s parts and someone to feed him thrice daily. Even I was well equipped to handle those joyless tasks. Shortly before my twenty-fourth birthday, a spinster by local standards, my father was approached by Edgar.


  Edgar Arthur Whitaker, a twenty-nine-year-old farmer from Madison, had tried unsuccessfully for the hand of Julia. He had been scouring the surrounding towns for months seeking a sturdy girl to marry, take home, and put to work. But Edgar put aside those requirements when he laid eyes on the sixteen-year-old beauty. He was quick to appreciate those large blue orbs, her hair the color of autumn oak leaves, and skin that seemed to generate its own soft light. But as lovely as Julia was, a farmer’s wife she would never be. It was ridiculous that a man more than a decade older, with nothing to show for those years of labor but a bit of tanned muscle, would think he could abscond with my father’s only prize. Even Mother, a woman who was disinclined to openly belittle others, was amused by Edgar’s stumbling advances.


  It was a year later that Edgar, even more desperate now, turned his attentions to me. When he arrived at our door, I assumed he had returned to craft a better case for Julia’s hand. But my sister was giddy with the news that Edgar was vying for mine. She grabbed my arm and guided me out to the front porch, where we could sneak peeks into the sitting room. There my parents and Edgar sat, civilly chatting over cups of tea. I was taken aback, considering how they had reacted to him the first time. I’ve never blamed Mother for her passive acceptance of Father’s decisions. She was a woman whose story had been written for her, and therefore must have assumed mine needed authorship as well. However, I was surprised and even saddened that she considered Edgar an appropriate penman. Whereas I had accepted Father’s displeasures with me, I had always thought Mother to be more embracing of my less-visible attributes.


  “He has a certain charm,” Julia said as we stole peeks through the curtains. Edgar struggled there with a saucer balanced on one knee as he sipped from a cup that looked ridiculous in his massive paw. “This is just like that book you love so much, the one by that woman.”


  I was surprised that she would reference a novel, since reading was not her pleasure.


  “You know, that one about pride. The romantic one.”


  I laughed. “You’ve never read Pride and Prejudice.”

  
  “I haven’t, but you’ve gone on about it so often I don’t need to.”

  
  I squinted through the curtains, trying to grasp what Julia must be seeing in the disquieting scenario I could not. “I think you need to read more, Julia. In no way does this resemble the beginnings of a romantic novel. From the looks of it, I’m inclined to compare it to a comedy, or most likely one of Poe’s horrific tales if it goes on much longer.”


  Julia rolled her eyes as if it were she who understood the world more fully. “You’re too cynical, Alice. This could be your future if you would open to it. Mr. Whitaker is a fine, hardworking man. He has his own farm, and he’s not so unpleasant to look at.”


  “Really? Didn’t you all laugh at him the first time?”


  She picked at a cluster of invisible lint on her gloves. It was her nervous habit when she was dissatisfied with the conversation. “You obviously misunderstood.”


  “I think not. You did it openly.”

  
  “No, Alice. We were laughing at me, not Edgar. We were laughing at the image of me amongst pigs and chickens. Could you imagine?” She giggled too ambitiously. “You must admit it’s an amusing thought considering how I am.”


  “But you could imagine me there? Surrounded by pigs and chickens and all of whatever that entails?”


  “Yes, I could. You’re good with animals, always taking in the strays. And you’re a far more resilient person than I. Whereas I would be overwhelmed by the challenges, you’ll rise to them. You’re strong and adaptable and so smart. I’m sure there’s a lot to learn, but you’ll take to it quickly. And Edgar couldn’t ask for a better companion. You might even be happy there. Anyone can tell that you’re not now.” She turned that lovely face toward me with so much sincerity and humility—whether it was real or feigned—that I loved her more in those seconds than I had ever loved her before. I glanced back at the scene that appeared to be developing into what could be my future. Mother’s smile was static as she listened to Edgar’s story. Her eyes widened at some distasteful detail.


  “But look at him, Julia. He’s like an ape at a tea party.”


  She joined me at the window and burst into giggles before hiding her face in a pillow. “You shouldn’t make fun of him while he sits right there. He may be your husband soon.”


  The reality hit me then. Husband. The word felt foreign, like a jagged bone in a bowl of stew. Julia lowered the pillow and took both of my hands in hers. The gloves’ fabric was cool against my sweating palms.


  “You’ll be good for Edgar. He’ll take care of you, and you’ll help him become a better man.” She looked down at our conjoined hands and smiled. It was an amusing assemblage: mine like long white anglers entwining the shorter, thicker clusters of hers. “I will miss you, but this is your best option. There may not be others.”


  Julia had a point, although I doubted it was hers. She, and my parents by proxy, was probably right. There was little chance of exiting my limited life in Riverton or even improving upon it. I could plainly see the road that lay before me if I stayed there in Father’s house. I would grow old with my parents. I would take care of them at the end, and I would do nothing of significance beyond that. I would be Auntie Alice, a sad and pitiable woman. It seemed that a life with Edgar offered, at the very least, a possibility of the uncertain.


  “You could make him smile, Alice.” She was doggedly enthusiastic, as if her future depended on the settling of mine. I suppose it did, in some way. Julia was approaching the marrying age herself, and possibly it had been planted in her mind that an older, unmarried, and unattractive sister would not make an acceptable impression for suitors and their families. It occurred to me then that she bore a responsibility I had never understood. Her burden was to marry well, while I was allowed a modicum of choice.


  “He has a lovely smile, but he doesn’t show it nearly enough,” Julia said. “You could help him with that.” As if by cue, a smile did curl at the edges of Edgar’s mouth. But the reason for it was not lovely. Father had just extended an envelope to him, and Edgar’s lips parted into a crooked grin as he counted its contents.


  There was no courtship. Edgar had little time or patience. The arrangements had been made, and the dowry had been accepted. My departure from my “certain” life was quick and with little pomp. The wedding, if one could call it that, was at home in the parlor, attended only by my parents and my sister. Julia was as lovely as always in a pale green dress with matching accessories. I could not be similarly described in mother’s starkly white wedding gown. She had insisted that I wear it, despite the differences in our shapes, and there was no time for alterations. It rose well above my ankles and drooped in places that called attention to my lack of womanly growth. But the whiteness was its most disturbing effect. Julia gasped when she saw me.


  “It’s so . . . white,” she said, as if I hadn’t noticed. “You look like a ghost.” And she was right. The dress’s pallor matched mine perfectly, as if we had been cut from the same sterile cloth.


  What a grim couple we made. Edgar, having come directly from the fields, did not dress for the occasion. He was outfitted in a tattered shirt, faded overalls, and boots that seemed to have collected a great deal of organic matter over the years. He did not arrive with a smile nor did he adopt one. As I approached him on what should have been our happy day, I could see his horror. He had clung to an unrealistic hope that on this one day I might be closer to acceptable. When the pastor suggested we kiss, signifying the loving bond into which we were entering, Edgar was still. He was like a child who had not received the gift he had been promised. I felt sad for him, but only briefly. I leaned in and put my lips to his. They were colder and stiffer than I had expected, and they seemed to harden beneath mine. It was to be the only kiss we would ever share. For that I am grateful.
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  Our marriage, our arrangement if you will, limped along for nearly six years without significant highs or lows. It was a dramatic change from my life before, and in that way it was as I had hoped. It was not, however, a Jane Austen novel as Julia had suggested. I cooked, cleaned, tended to the cows, the pigs, the chickens. The cooking and cleaning came easily, since Mother had given me an education in both. The other tasks were more strenuous. My job was to keep the farm alive, to ensure that the livestock and the chickens and even Edgar did not fail in health. I had never experienced that kind of responsibility—the life-and-death kind—and it was so overwhelming I had no time to bemoan my circumstances. Every day was a challenge; it was a ritual of vigilance.


  The care of the livestock was a task that required training, and Edgar was surprisingly patient with me. He taught me well, and I took well to it. There were many times during those six years when I felt close to him. He loved the farm, and sometimes it seemed as though he almost loved me now that I belonged to it. I say “almost” because he never expressed it in any way that I could qualify as affection. There was a tenderness there sometimes, a softer center that would seep through his integument. We would be delivering a calf or tending to an ailing pig and there it would be: a lightness, a gentleness, and that smile that Julia had appreciated. But the moment would be fleeting. As quickly as I noticed it, the softness would be gone. He would pull it back and slam the portal closed as if he were afraid of it opening too far and swinging out of his control. Those glimpses, as fleeting as they were, maintained me. They gave me hope for more, and a reason to stay.


  Each of us bore our responsibilities solely, and in that one way it became, in the early years, nearly as predictable as my life before. Edgar immersed himself in his own work. He tended to the fields and dealt with the structural repairs, which were considerable. The house, the barn, the fences were quite old and in need of attention. He spent his time mending structures while I spent most of mine with the animals. We rarely spoke of our days.


  Even the weekly coitus was enveloped by the predetermination of time, place, and expectation. Mother had advised me of that unpleasantness, warning me of a man’s weight, his odor, and the unnecessary proliferation of hair. I recognize now how close we are to beasts. Edgar would be a marvelous illustration of Darwin’s theories. There is no other logical reason for why a man such as Edgar should be blanketed with so much dark fur. It seems that he, and possibly all men, have one foot firmly planted in the genetic mire of another species. It would explain so much.


  In Mother’s way she was helpful with my introduction to sexual congress. Of course, I was aware of its existence. I was an avid reader, after all. But Mother was quick to point out that it was not the enlightening experience of novels.


  “It can be quite odious,” she said, although she didn’t qualify. “As well as messy and unsanitary,” again without details. “You will do best to relax and allow Edgar to do the work. Men like to be in charge.”


  It was a brief conversation, uncomfortable for both of us.


  She offered one last piece of advice that was helpful. It had come to her from her mother, and she swore that it would “get you through the worst of it.” She suggested I memorize a poem, something to silently recite during the process. It was a distraction that she herself had employed.


  “What poem did you choose?” I asked, excited by this new intimacy.


  Mother paused, considering, as if the detail might be too personal. “I chose Love’s Secret by William Blake. I had always loved his work, and it’s a beautiful poem.”


  “I suppose, but it’s quite short, isn’t it? Did you repeat it or was there another?”


  She flushed. “No. Once was enough. I only hope you are as lucky. And don’t worry. At some point he will get bored and seek other distractions. You’ll be fine.” She patted my knee and gave me such a loving look that we both teared. And that was all.


  I was not a fan of Blake or any of those old men. I found my poem in the works of Adelaide Procter.


  

  A Woman’s Question.


  Before I trust my fate to thee, I recited silently,
as Edgar thrust and moaned,
Or place my hand in thine,
Before I let thy Future give


  Color and form to mine,
Before I peril all for thee, question thy soul
Tonight for me.

  


  It was a long poem, but rarely did I get as far as the sixth stanza, my favorite, before the experience was over.


  

  Lives there within thy nature hid
the demon-spirit Change,
Shedding a passing glory still
On all things new and strange?


  It may not be thy fault alone—but shield my
Heart against thy own.

  


  It became my practice to sing the final stanzas aloud as I washed myself with a good amount of lye soap and hot water. It was a ritual that became as much for my soul as my skin.


  Our years moved forward in the way that a workhorse pulls its plow: back and forth, steadily trudging through soil and rock until it either dies or is put down. Except for the weekly coitus, we were like business partners. I did my job and Edgar did his. When we spoke, it was only concerning the farm. He left me alone for the most part. He had his own room, and I occupied the smaller adjoining one. When we were not working, I had my books and Edgar had his pipe and whiskey.


  My life with Edgar would have been unbearably lonely if not for Emma. I smile when I think of her. Whereas Edgar could have been likened to the dark, my dear friend Emma was, at least for me, a most brilliant light. She owned the neighboring farm, a smaller one at seventy acres compared to ours at over two hundred. She, with the help of her nephew, was a vegetable farmer, and we shared a fence that was close to the chicken coop.


  “You should wear a hat, Missus,” she said on that day we met. It had been months since I had moved to Edgar’s and nearly that long since I had conversed with anyone. There had been no visits home, and my parents would not come to the farm. Purveyors and buyers came through, but they always dealt with Edgar. When there was reason to go to town, he would insist on doing it alone.


  I held a hand up to darken the afternoon glare. Still, I could only see a silhouette against an expansive white sky. “I beg your pardon?” I quickly glanced around to see if Edgar was in sight. He was not.


  The woman tossed something to me, and I managed to catch it before it landed in the dirt. It was a soft, wide-brimmed hat with yellow tie strings.


  “It was my sister’s,” she said, as she lowered herself from the horse. “I seen you out here most every day. That hat will be good for rain and sun. A girl as pale as you needs protection.” She put a hand across the fence. “Name’s Emma. And I guess you must be the missus. Heard Edgar got himself a bride.”


  “Alice,” I said. Her hand was thick and rough, but it held a warmth, like flesh that has worked hard but has also been touched. She nodded and then glanced toward the hat which was nearly forgotten in my other hand. I released her grip, loosened the tie-strings, and settled it in place. It fit nicely.


  “Ellen wore it every day till she passed on. Long time ago. Looks good on ya.”


  That was the beginning of our friendship. It started with a gift, and it continued that way although her companionship was the best that she brought. She stopped by the fence once or twice a week, always with a few pieces of fruit or vegetables. In return I gave her eggs. It was a secret exchange, since Edgar was not a man who either gave or received. If he had known of my friendship with Emma, I’m certain he would have ended it, one way or another. As time passed, Edgar had become a man who did not appreciate the joy of others.


  I don’t know the seed of Edgar’s hatred and mistrust of the world, since I was not privy to his thoughts or his history. But in our sixth year that seed seemed to take root and grow. Although the farm was doing well by then, and Edgar was more financially solvent than he had been, he swelled with even more hate and misery. It was as if he blamed the world for allowing him a small slice of success but not the entire pie. By that year it became obvious that I would not bear children, and Edgar hated me for it. My infertility was, in his eyes, God’s curse on him and his future. Whenever I was within reach, a proximity I learned to avoid, he directed his misery at me: sometimes with his hands and sometimes with whatever was available. I tried desperately to alleviate his discomfort, and hopefully to quell mine, but it was a fool’s errand. A rabid dog does not respond well to petting.


  I wonder if the need to comfort is within a woman’s design. Since I had no children, it’s possible that I focused those instincts on Edgar. There’s no other explanation for why I felt so compelled to make his life more comfortable as he made mine less so. I wonder if it’s God’s way of helping us move through our woman’s work. If I ever meet Him, I will let Him know that it was not a gift helpful to me.


  “Perhaps the arthritis would lessen if we had indoor plumbing,” I suggested one evening in February as I ladled the hot potato soup into his bowl. He had been complaining loudly all winter about his aches, and he blamed the damp cold of the outhouse for aggravating it. On a recent trip home for Julia’s wedding—an event that was considerably more lavish than mine—I had spoken of his complaints. The plumbing was my father’s idea, and I mentioned it to Edgar, since he respected Father’s opinions above mine.


  “He thinks that we can afford it now that the farm is doing well.” I said this in the casual tone I had learned from Mother, one she had employed when trying to acquire some new furnishing. I should have known better. I should have respected our boundaries.


  He turned his face up to me, as if I had dislodged some mental blockage. His gaze was clear and nearly intelligent in its brightness. It reminded me briefly of those moments of tenderness in our earlier years, when we would work together in the barn and he would smile at some wonder of nature. But I had misread him. His face was like the sky when there is just a touch of sun before the darkness cuts across it. I saw that cloud pass through Edgar, and I was frozen by it.


  “We?” He stood slowly, his face filling with a dark rage. “This is my farm. Not ours, not your father’s. I’ll decide how to spend the profits. You ugly, barren, useless woman. How dare you speak of what’s good for me.”


  The explosion was like nothing I had known, in man or beast. It was volcanic in its power, emanating from some deep place within him. His body seemed to expand and radiate. I’m not sure if it was he physically, or the power that swelled from him, that sent the tureen of boiling soup into the air, tumbling and then covering me with burning liquid.


  The pain was immediate. I ran outside, threw myself into the snow, and rubbed fistfuls into my face and scalp. My clothes held the heat against my skin, and I pulled at the fabric, tearing it away and pressing the cold into the burning areas of my neck and chest.


  Edgar stood in the doorway saying nothing. Clouds blew from his nostrils like the breath of an angry bull. I continued to rub the snow into the burning areas, pleading with him to help. He went inside and I hoped, foolishly, that he would bring burn salve from the kitchen, that maybe he would feel sorry for what was surely an accident. But in a few moments, he was back at the door with something in his hand. He threw a blanket at me.


  “You’re so damn smart, ain’tcha?” His words were full of gravel and spit. “You and your rich folks. Telling me what to do with what’s mine. Well, you ain’t that smart, ’cause I was already planning for it. I’ll be getting that indoor shithouse. But I’ll be damned if you ever use it.” Then he slammed and locked the door.


  I spent that night in the barn, wrapped in a blanket and mounds of hay. If only Edgar had taken the time to know me, he would have been more cautious with his ire. If he had, he would’ve understood my creative nature and I might still be alive.
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  Fortunately, through that dark period there was Emma. She never acknowledged the scars from the burns or the bruising. I did my best to conceal the evidence. We always kept our conversation light: discussing the animals, the weather, her deceased sister, her nephew who had a family of his own. Only once did she make reference to my troubles, and even then, she disguised it as a neighborly gesture, although her meaning was clear.


  “If you ever need help, Alice,” she said, looking toward the fields where we could hear Edgar cursing a tired horse or possibly a stump that refused to be freed from the earth. “Help with anything at all, just ask. I’ll do what needs doing.” That was all she said, and I pretended to accept it at face value.


  It was so strange to have those two people in my life. One feeding me with joy while the other sucked it out as quickly. As unoffended as Emma was with my appearance, Edgar was quick to show his disgust, as if I were a reminder of his failings. He had been burdened with an infertile woman, and there would be no child who would grow and lighten his load. He’d see me and growl something indecipherable through gritted teeth, not directed at me but more as an aside to some internal cohort, his invisible confi-dante with whom he now exchanged a constant grunting dialogue of anger and regret, even within the throes of coitus.


  Those particular assaults became more brutal in the sixth year. They were administered with the foulest of language if it could be called that at all. It was a degrading and vicious attack on my gender and my lack of adherence to what Edgar thought of as “womanliness.” He began taking me in the way that a dog takes a bitch, from behind and with my face shoved deeply into a sweaty pillow. With each thrust, he pressed my head deeper. I struggled for air while he groaned, swore, and eventually released. The time it took for him to achieve that was, thankfully, briefer now. I would barely get through my first three stanzas before he was out of me and into his room. It was as if the violence of the act was all he needed. He would finish quickly but with a torrent of hate, gripping me tightly around the neck and the waist, pounding and pinching at my back and breasts. It was like the assault of an avalanche: fast but destructive.


  It was in that festering year, after countless humiliations and assaults, that I saw my future clearly, as I had seen it years before. Again, I knew there would need to be a change if I were to avoid an even darker path. Life would never be better for me as long as Edgar was in charge of it. I was being swallowed by his darkness, and there would be no end to it until one of us was dead. If I allowed it to go on, I had no doubt that the dead one would be me.


  But in that clear vision I could also see a future without Edgar. It was a pleasant one that included the farm, my animals, and maybe even my only friend Emma. In the aftermath of such a lovely dream, I was left with a twinge of sympathy for Edgar. After all, no one would miss a man who neither gave nor received.


  It was Emma who acquired the rat poison for me. I was down in the dirt one day, examining a chicken, when she bellowed out her usual, “Mornin’!” Even after our years of friendship, the power of her voice still surprised me. She was a woman of size in all ways.


  After our usual back-and-forth about the weather, her aches, and the vegetables she offered along with how to cook them, I brought up the rat.


  “Emma, you know so much about farming. Sadly, I’m still stuck in the learning phase after nearly seven years. I’m concerned about a rat we have near the barn. I think it’s getting into the feed and making the cows jittery.” I asked her if she knew of where I could acquire something to rid us of it.


  “Are you sure it’s rats? Could be feral cats. They’ll spook the shit out of a cow, ’scuse my language.”


  “Oh, I’m quite sure it’s a rat. I’ve seen him up close.”

  “Why doesn’t Edgar help you with that? I know he goes into town, seen him at the feed store.” Emma clearly did not like my husband. Her mouth turned down whenever she said the name. There might have been bad blood between them, one of those disputes that erupts between neighbors. Whatever the cause, I recognized her dislike of Edgar as a measure of her goodness.


  “Yes, he could, and I’m sure he would, but the barn and the animals are my job, you see. He has so much to do already, and I—”


  “I know, Alice,” she said. “No need to explain. How big’s the rat?”


  “Very large,” I said, and I extended my arms in a best estimate.

  
  Emma laughed. “Looks more like a dog, but I get your point. It’s a bigun. I’ll get the right stuff, dontcha worry.”


  And the next week she brought me a ten-pound bag of it. “It’s good for the biguns. More poison. Might take a while, depending on how fast he eats. And there’s probably more than one. You shouldn’t skimp on it. You want me to put this out for ya?” She quickly jumped down from her horse and made for the fence. Emma was older, nearly fifty I expect, but youthful in her movements for such a large woman.


  “Emma, no,” I said and searched the horizon for Edgar. “I think I should do this. I know where the rat lives. And Edgar wouldn’t appreciate it.”


  “You’re right. ‘Nuf said.” She looked toward the fields. “I won’t make it worse for ya.”


  “Thank you, Emma.”


  I touched her shoulder without thinking, as if the moment required it. I allowed my fingers to linger there, taking in the texture of her shirt and the firmness of her shoulder. It was the only time I had touched her, except for that first handshake, but it was the same warmth I remembered, rushing out of her and into me like water filling an empty vessel.


  It was only a work shirt, but it was softer than any of Edgar’s. I ran my index finger slowly along the seam, watching as if it were not me engaged in such tenderness. I stopped where it met the overalls and all that abundance that Edgar had considered womanliness. The seconds that I paused there seemed to go on and on, and in that pausing of time I got a sense for real affection, like what I felt for my parents and Julia, but different. I felt like I was moving, running through endless fields, and the air seemed to be rushing past, cool against my heated cheeks.


  But I wasn’t moving at all. I was perfectly still with my fingers laid softly against Emma’s dusty shirt. She didn’t move either. We each stood like that, frozen, staring at my fingers paused above in that area between bone and breast. I removed by hand and we each lowered our eyes, to our feet, to the dirt below them, and to the fence that separated us. Old rusty wire and rotting wood. It was a fence that had been built fifty years before, built to separate two properties. I was both angry and grateful that it was still doing its job.


  Who knows for how long we might have stood there if our time hadn’t been interrupted. I heard the sound of hooves on the road and quickly turned to see the clouds of dust. “It must be a buyer,” I said, withdrawing my hand. “Edgar will want coffee for them.”


  I turned back to Emma and noticed the redness that had climbed into her face. It was so endearing I couldn’t help myself. I leaned across the wire and kissed her softly on the cheek and lingered there for several long seconds, allowing that warmth to pour through me again. We separated without another word or a glance between us. She mounted her horse and waved goodbye, and I hurried back toward the barn with the bag of poison, feeling an unfamiliar mixture of embarrassment and thrill.
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  You would think that poisoning someone would be easy, especially when the intended victim is a glutton. As exceptional a cook as I was, thanks to Mother, I had discovered early on that I could feed Edgar anything as long as there was plenty of it. When he pulled a chair to the table, it was with the intention of filling his face to capacity and sending that half-chewed mass into his ever-expanding belly. It was a wonder to watch, but I had learned not to. I placed the food on the table and quickly left the room. When I started my routine with the poison, I would sneak back to the door and watch. At first, I watched out of fear, wondering if he would taste anything peculiar. Later I watched for the pleasure, relishing that each meal was pulling him further from me and closer to his end.


  I was mindful of where I put the poison. I had no intention of killing myself, since I was looking forward to a future, one that would not include Edgar. Therefore, I chose one source: his bread. I was not a bread eater myself, and Edgar could easily devour an entire loaf in a single sitting. I mixed a half dozen handfuls into the flour bins that I reserved for breads. It was a messy task to get them evenly married. Then I used the mixtures as needed, creating all of his favorites: sourdough, rye, soda. He seemed satisfied, although his only method of expressing it was a grunt in a slightly different cadence than those normally used for disgust. I had learned to recognize the limited vocabulary: a grunt which rose in timbre expressed approval. My poisonous breads received many guttural accolades.


  But weeks passed, weeks of passionate baking, and I saw no change in Edgar. Even his sexual releases were full of his usual ravenous energy. His routines, rising early and in the fields all day, did not vary in the least. He was a large man, and possibly my doses were too meager. I doubled the handfuls.


  It was a month after I had begun the process that my sister came to visit. Julia, a most unlikely comfort, was now a lift for my ailing spirit. It had been more than a year since I had seen her now that she was married and living in Bangor. We melted into one another, and our mutual need was unsettling. We had never embraced with so much purpose.


  “Alice, what’s wrong?” There was a slight withdrawal as she regarded me. “You look . . . terrible.”


  “And you are as subtle as ever, my dear sister.”


  But I knew her assessment to be true. I hadn’t noticed the changes until that morning when I was preparing for her visit. I was never one to spend time in front of a mirror, but that morning I had seen the dark circles under my eyes and the blotches of red that traveled out of my collar and skipped in angry patches across my face. I had been fatigued for weeks, and there was pain in my feet that I had never experienced before, but I had assumed it was all the result of my increased work on the farm. And, of course, there was the stress of my unsuccessful attempts with the poison. That had been an emotional drain in itself.


  “Are you ill, Alice?” She held me at arm’s length. With one gloved finger, she gently touched the splotches and circles. The fabric felt cool against the heat of my skin. I closed my eyes and absorbed it. “Have you been around some poisonous plant? Or maybe an insect?” She glanced around the bleak kitchen as if the creatures might be lurking in the corners or about to descend from the rafters. “It’s probably spiders.” She shivered at the word and lifted her skirts from the floor.


  I began taking the tea, cake, and plates out to the porch. She hurried behind me, empty-handed except for her frilly skirts. Her heels clicked delicately on the floor that had only known the rough soles of work boots and mud galoshes. After I had brought everything out and arranged the table, I settled into the less sturdy rocker and suggested she take the better one.


  “Well, Alice? Do you think it’s from an insect or something more serious?”


  In all fairness to my sister, it is possible that she was actually concerned for my health and not worried about the possibility of a contagion. I shrugged and pointed again toward the other rocker. She tested its solidity and checked around the edges for webs and nests before settling in.


  “I honestly don’t know,” I said. “But I’m certain it will clear up soon. Now, may we please talk about you?” I glanced down and noticed that the rash had started on my arms as well. I unrolled my sleeves to cover them. “How is your life in the city? And how is Benjamin?”


  In reality, I didn’t care about her husband. He was an arrogant and disrespectful man. However, my head was pounding, and the obvious courtesies were all I could muster.


  She removed the pins from her wide-brimmed hat and set it on the empty chair. She did not remove the gloves. I would have been surprised if she had. I hadn’t seen my sister’s naked hands in years, not since she was twelve or thirteen, not since either Mother or Father had referred to them as “manly” and “stubby.” The gloves had appeared shortly after, gradually developing into an obsession of colors and fabrics and, most importantly, disguise. How sad it must have been for Julia, after years of praise and adoration, to finally learn that she did, after all, harbor a flaw.


  She let out a dramatic and weary breath, as if the action of settling had taxed her. “Now, about my life. Well, in a word, it’s wonderful. It’s so unlike the dreariness of Riverton. They’re starting a symphony in Bangor. Isn’t that wonderful? I just love city life.”


  “It sounds, as you say, wonderful. And Benjamin? Is he wonderful as well?” Already I was looking forward to her leaving. I had forgotten how unnerving her self-absorbed presence could be.


  She took a large bite of cake and chewed it slowly, indicating with an index finger for me to be patient. But how could I be? Her chewing was so loud, like the sound of hooves trudging through gravelly mud, plunging, and sucking. As it went on and on, I felt the first waves of nausea. When she took a long sip of tea to wash it down, it was like the slurping of a barn animal. I swallowed hard at the sour saliva that enveloped my tongue.


  “Benjamin is wonderful, of course,” she said, finally. It occurred to me that the large bite and prolonged sip had allowed her time to think. Apparently, Julia had something on her mind. Ordinarily, I would have congratulated her, but this time it seemed to be something for which I needed to keep my cynicism in check. She was worried, distracted.


  “And now it’s my turn to ask, what’s wrong, Julia? Your note suggested an urgency.”


  She giggled, but there was no humor in it. “And you call me direct? Apparently, we can’t just chat like sisters?”


  “I’m sorry. It must be the heat. I’m suddenly not feeling well, so maybe we should get to the point.”


  “Well, you’re right, it is somewhat urgent. You see, Benjamin has had some recent—how should I put this?—setbacks. They’re temporary, of course, but still, they’re troubling.”


  “Setbacks? I wouldn’t think a man like Benjamin Taylor would have setbacks.” There was a hint of my usual sarcasm. My attitude was being taken hostage by a thumping behind my eyes. All I wanted was to splash myself with cold water and then collapse into a sleep.


  “Everyone has setbacks, Alice. My word, I imagine even Edgar has setbacks.”


  If only he would, I thought.

  
  “And speaking of Edgar, I understand he’s doing well.” She glanced around the porch: at the poorly mended screen, the missing tread on the steps, the worn and splintery woodwork that needed attention. “But he’s careful with his profits, isn’t he?”


  A sharp pain stabbed at my insides, and I curled into myself, taking short breaths until it eased.


  “My word, Alice, what’s wrong with you?” Julia leaned forward and rested a hand on my arm. “You are ill, aren’t you?”


  I could feel the sweat collecting on my brow. I wiped at it with a napkin. “I suppose I am. What bad timing this is. I had hoped I would have more energy for your visit today, but I’m feeling as though—”


  “How long have you been ill?” Her interest was genuine and I welcomed it.


  “It comes and goes. I think I’m just very tired after nearly seven years. Farm life can do that, you know.” I said this to the woman whose only job had been to marry well. The pain relaxed and I straightened myself to take another sip of tea. My hand trembled.


  “Have you seen a doctor?”


  I laughed at her naiveté. “The nearest doctor is in Skowhegan, Julia. What would you suggest I do, walk ten miles? I’ve never learned to handle the horses by myself, and Edgar can’t leave the farm just because I’m suffering from a little fatigue. It’s a busy time. I can’t be sick.”


  “That’s ridiculous. Everyone gets sick. I’ll take you to Riverton. Father will look at you. That way we’ll have plenty of time to talk.” Julia jumped up and grabbed her hat. As she stood there, holding the frilly thing in her gloved hands, I realized how inappropriate she looked standing in the middle of my squalor. She was like an expensive trinket that had been dropped into a privy.


  “No, Julia. Please.” I reached toward her and saw that the trembling was getting worse. “It’s nothing to worry about. Edgar would be angry if we went without his consent. And I don’t want to bother him now. He has a lot on his mind.”


  But it was I who was distracted. It occurred to me in that moment that Edgar may have been poisoning me.


  “What do you need, Julia?” My need was for this conversation to be done.


  “Whatever Edgar will allow. I think a few hundred should help. It would mean so much, Alice. You’ll ask him, won’t you?”


  I nodded but she talked on. Whatever she said then was lost on me. A vital cord to the outer world was being severed, while I was keenly aware of what was happening to my insides. My stomach churned and twisted like a sack of angry snakes that searched frantically for a way out. Julia’s words bounced and echoed and made no sense.


  Even now, from my omniscient perch, I am confused by the speed at which things changed then. I have no idea how long Julia spoke to that shell of me while I struggled with the pain that coursed through me. It traveled into my hair, my skin, and my feet that throbbed against the bonds of old leather. Even now, I see it in a blurred sequence of moments that end with my sister standing in front of me, her expensive hat gripped roughly in both hands and tears running down her cheeks in dark wet lines. She is pleading. I can see that now, although I can’t, and couldn’t at the time, hear her
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