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To my daddy, who taught me to love snakes and who never said no to “just one more” bedtime story about Freddy the raccoon






There once was a girl who would not grow.

Her parents fed her milk and bread every day

but instead of getting taller and stronger,

she shrank until she was so weak and so small,

it seemed she would die.

For months her parents searched for a cure, or a cause.

Till one day the girl snuck outside after supper.

And they followed.

At the back of the house, under her window, was a hole.

In the hole was a snake with bright eyes

eating the girl’s milk and bread.

She was feeding it to him and singing.

Her parents were frightened.

But they knew what to do.

That night, as the girl slept,

they crept outside and lured the snake from his hole

and with a kitchen knife

cut off his head.

At the very same moment,

a cry came from the window above.

They rushed into the house, but too late.

When the snake died, the girl who would not grow

had died too.

—Appalachian folktale
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More Subtil than Any Beast of the Field

I heard the snake before I saw it.

The rattle was light and crisp, a high-pitched buzz singing up from the tall grass. If I hadn’t known better, I might have thought it was an insect—a noisy jarfly, maybe, fallen from the trees. But I was born in Blackberry Holler, between Fox Mountain and Little Fox Mountain. And I knew a rattlesnake when I heard one.

The first thing I did was go still. That was important, since I didn’t know where the snake was, and stomping on him would mean getting bit. But it was also a problem, because I was mid-step when I froze, my right leg up high in the grass. Now I was stuck balancing on one foot, and I’d never been much good at that.

I didn’t panic right away. Instead I just tried to whistle, certain Freddy would come to my rescue. Raccoons are excellent snake hunters. Really, that was the only reason Mama let me keep him around. But I must have been more scared than I knew, because I couldn’t get my lips to work right. My whistle came out all wind and raspberries.

You’re supposed to stay calm around snakes. Daddy says they can tell if you’re scared, and that makes them scared too. Also, if you get bit, and your heart is racing, the venom will spread faster.

But all I could hear was the belltail’s rattle, as if it were the only sound in the world—as if the wind weren’t blowing and the jarflies weren’t screeching and the creek weren’t gushing nearby.

My heart started to pound. I was farther in the woods than I was supposed to be, and no one knew where I’d gone. They probably wouldn’t even start looking till Daddy came home. By then it might be too late. I wasn’t sure I could make it back home with a bite. Gunner Sutton, the old man who owned the machine shop where Daddy worked, had once been tagged on the hand by a copperhead. Within minutes he’d swollen up so bad that they’d had to cut off his watch. Eventually his skin near the bite had gone black. People said you could hear him moaning all the way to Knoxville.

I felt like I might be sick.

I tried whistling again for Freddy and managed a bit louder than before, but still he didn’t come. I tried remembering the words of a work that would help slow my pulse. I’d studied hill magic all my life and knew hundreds of works by heart. I should have been able to come up with something. But my left leg was getting tired and wobbly. I was breathing heavy and starting to sway. All I could think about was keeping my balance and that rattlesnake buzzing below me. It felt like time slowed. The midday sun beat down through a gap in the boughs. Sweat blossomed on my big forehead. It trickled down my cheeks. A droplet slid into my left eye.

That’s what did me in. I didn’t mean to move. It just happened. The sweat stung in my eye, and I turned my face toward my shoulder to wipe it away, and the rattlesnake’s triangle head darted out of the grass near my raised foot with a swish. I felt him strike my right ankle. Lightning zipped through me.

I cried out, falling backward to the ground, and even though I could still hear the rattle—even though I knew I should freeze again—I almost rolled over to crawl away.

“Don’t move, girl,” someone said, stern and deep.

I didn’t recognize the voice. I couldn’t see the person behind me. But I knew it was an adult, and that brought me to my senses. I stayed still.

The stranger walked slowly, with intention. He came into view as he rounded the snake, giving it a wide berth. He was wearing dress pants and a pressed, collared white shirt—the kind of nice clothes we didn’t see much in our holler, especially in the dog days of summer. His thick black hair was slicked back with grease. He was Daddy’s age, maybe a bit older, but his face was clean-shaven and his mouth quicker to smile. He had friendly blue eyes.

“You’re doing fine. You’re all right,” the man said. He had a jacket over one arm, which he carefully draped on a low-hanging tree limb before picking up a forked branch from the ground. “Just stay still now. I know you’re scared, but there’s no reason to be. Just stay still and keep faith. You won’t get bit.”

“I’m bit already,” I said, fear coursing through me as fast as the venom.

The rattling got louder. I tensed. The man took a step forward. My eyes darted through the tall grass, still blind to the serpent.

“You’re not bit,” said the stranger, and the buzzing sound seemed to quiet. “That was a bluff. A warning. You aren’t hurting, are you?”

I took a shaky breath and focused. He was right. My ankle didn’t hurt. I looked up, surprised, and the man grinned bright as the sun.

“See?” he said.

“But I felt something.”

He moved another step closer. “Shock, probably. Or the little beast bumped you with his stubby nose.”

He winked at me, now nearly close enough to touch. I knew that somewhere between us, coiled up and watching, was the snake, but the sound of his rattle was getting softer.

“Just keep faith,” the stranger said again, his voice deep and lilting. The words hummed in my head, lingering like a song.

And then, in one quick motion, the man took the branch in his hand and jabbed down. I flinched, closing my eyes. I didn’t want to see the snake killed.

The stranger shouted, “Glory be!”

When I looked again, I felt a jolt of surprise. He’d pinned the snake to the ground, not speared it. He bent, gently moving aside the tall grass with his free arm. I got up on my knees, wanting a better view.

The timber rattlesnake was tan. His eyes seemed to shine golden in the sunlight. He had a rust-colored stripe along his back and black, V-shaped crossbands all down his fat, scaled body. He was at least five feet long. I counted twelve pale segments on his rattle. That didn’t tell me how old he was, but I knew rattlesnakes could live a long time. Something about this one seemed ancient.

Something about him seemed familiar, too.

Suddenly I remembered a scary folktale about a girl who’d died on our mountain and a snake with bright eyes.

Suddenly I remembered my snake story—the one my mother retold every year on my birthday.

Mama had put me down for a nap in my bassinet by the window, but after she’d thought I was asleep, she heard me playing with my wooden rattle.

Maw-maw, her grandmother, went in to check on me. Seconds later, she let out a bloodcurdling scream.

Because I hadn’t been playing with my rattle. I was still fast asleep. The sound Mama had heard had come from a rattlesnake curled up in the bassinet right beside me. He was twisting around my little arm.

Now, as I stared at the man and the serpent, an anxious feeling sparked in my chest. The snake writhed, whipping his tail, fighting to free himself from the forked ends of the stick. And then the man whispered something I couldn’t hear. Without warning, the serpent went still.

“Mister,” I whispered, mesmerized. I was kneeling, like I was saying a prayer.

“The name’s Jasper Jones,” the man said.

In one fluid motion, he grabbed the belltail by its neck and stood up. The snake was so long that its rattle brushed the grass even when the man held its head high in the air. But the little pale segments didn’t vibrate in response. In fact, the snake was barely moving. The only reason I knew he was alive was because I saw his tongue tasting the breeze.

“I’d like to know what they call a girl as brave as yourself in these parts,” Jasper Jones said, still examining his catch. “You kept your wits about you better than a grown man.”

I rose slowly, dusting off my backside. It was only then that I saw the man had an old pillowcase stuffed into his belt.

“I’m Delilah,” I said.

The rattlesnake was inches from the stranger’s face, but he took his eyes off the serpent and looked at me.

“Pleasure to make your acquaintance, Delilah,” he said. “Can you find your way home? You aren’t lost?”

I nodded yes and then shook my head no and then said, “Mister, what do you want that snake for?”

Something inside nagged me to be careful—something warned me I wasn’t safe yet.

Jasper Jones grinned. “You tell your mama and daddy you met a preacher today,” he said. “And all y’all come on up to my church this Sunday.”

I frowned. We didn’t have any churches in Blackberry Holler. I started to say that, but then the man tugged the pillowcase from his belt, distracting me.

I realized it was already half full.

The reptiles inside slithered and roiled, pressing their long bodies against the worn cotton. Jasper Jones lowered the rattlesnake in to join them, tail first.

And against all my good sense—against the advice of all the old stories—the moment before he disappeared, I locked eyes with the serpent.
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These Are the Names of His Daughters

Daddy always wanted a boy. I never understood why it mattered. Girls could do the same things as boys. My younger sister, Jezzie, and I fished at the pond. We caught crawdads and frogs. We played baseball and wore our hair short. Our older sister, Eve, didn’t really do those things anymore, but she used to, before she started to get breasts and all the boys in class stopped teasing her and began fighting about who would carry her book bag.

Whatever the reason, Daddy wanted a boy, and Mama felt bad we kept coming out girls, so she let him choose all our names. The only thing she asked was that they be from the Bible. But even though Daddy believed in the Word of God, I don’t think he read it much back then. I don’t think he really knew the stories our names came from.

Eve. Delilah. Jezebel.

Bad girls from the Good Book.

Everyone always said, with those names it was no wonder us Fowler sisters were more trouble than most. Though these days, when grown folks called Eve “trouble,” they clearly meant it in a different kind of way, because they’d give each other this special knowing look.

In any case, I was forever getting punished for something I’d done—Jezzie, too—so I wasn’t much worried about coming home late covered in dirt and grass stains and chigger bites. There were heavier things on my mind than a scolding, and when our house was in sight through the trees, I started to shout.

“Mama! Jezzie! Maaaama! I just nearly died!”

I didn’t bother calling for Eve. For all I knew, she might have been home, but she wouldn’t want to hear what had happened. It hurt a little, thinking that last summer, in the same situation, I would have been shouting for Eve loudest of all—or, more likely, I wouldn’t have needed to. Last summer, she would have been beside me in the tall grass, squeezing my hand while I whistled for Freddy. I wouldn’t have lost my balance or panicked. I wouldn’t have needed the preacher to save me, because I would have had my big sister.

I reached our woodpile and again called, “Jezzie! Mama!”

The tattered olive-green tarp over top the firewood started moving, and my little sister crawled out from beneath it, looking as much a mess as I did. She frantically pressed a finger to her mouth to shush me.

“What are you doing?” she whispered. “They’ll find us both!”

I stopped short as a stab of horror hit me. That morning I’d gone off into the woods for a reason. Meeting the snake had made me forget.

“Is Dr. Rory still here?” I asked, my voice rising in panic.

“Sure is,” said Jezzie, dirty hair falling in her eyes. “She waited you out.”

Jezzie was seven, four years younger than me, but she looked even younger than that. Short as a kindergartner and bean-pole thin, Jezzie was often mistaken for a cute little girl, especially if Mama forced her to bathe and dressed her up in clean clothes. In truth, my sister was feral as a wild dog and twice as mean when mad. Her size just made her extra dangerous, since she could fit into small places that you might not expect.

“Did she…” I swallowed, gathering my courage. “Did she vaccinate you?”

Jezzie nodded solemnly. “My arm’s still aching.”

“Then why are you hiding?” I tried not to show how fast my heart was racing.

She gave me a sheepish look. “I broke the chair.”

“What chair?”

“The chair Mama tied me in so I’d sit still.”

“And now she’s hunting you?”

“For that and for the wasted needles. Dr. Rory had to stab me three times ’cause I wouldn’t stop wiggling. Hurt like hellfire.”

My guts twisted up with terror. I’d rather be back in the woods with the rattlesnake than go inside our house and face Dr. Rory’s injections. More frightening yet would be facing Mama after the doctor left. Our mother had told us explicitly, many times, that Dr. Rory was coming today and that we shouldn’t go off anywhere.

“It’s a kindness that she comes,” Mama always said. “If you girls cause her grief, she’ll stop bothering.”

Obviously, that was exactly what I wanted. I’d hoped that if I stayed in the woods long enough, Dr. Rory would give up on me and leave Blackberry Holler.

But the snake had made me all addlepated. Even now I couldn’t think totally clear—like when we walked to school during a fall morning fog and everything was blurry shadows. Except the shadows in my head were all snake-shaped now.

Something buzzed next to my ear and I squeaked, spinning around.

“Red devil?” Jezzie asked apprehensively, thinking there was a wasp.

There was nothing—just my memory of the rattlesnake. But before I could explain, Mama yelled from inside the house, “Delilah? Is that you?”

I flinched, pressing a green-stained palm to my sunburned face. “I shouldn’t have come back.”

“Too late now,” said Jezzie, retreating slowly into her woodpile. “I’d have run away myself, but Mama took Bunkin’s head hostage.”

Bunkin was my little sister’s favorite toy—a stuffed rabbit that she’d torn apart and sewn back together because he was too pretty. Jezzie hated pretty things. She hated perfect things too, which meant she was always fighting with Eve. We had a lot of broken stuff. Anyway, Bunkin’s parts fell off easy, so they got lost easy. And if Mama or Daddy found them before Jezzie, they’d use the legs or head or cotton tail as a bargaining chip to get my younger sister to behave “normally” for a few hours.

“Delilah Fowler!” Mama shouted as she came barreling out the screen door. Since the spring hinges were missing, it flew wide open, smacking against the house. The right front corner of our covered porch was held up underneath with cinder blocks, so the whole thing shook if someone stomped across it too angrily. It was shaking now.

I took to pleading. “Mama! Mama, listen! I saw a rattlesnake—”

A few steps shy of me, she jerked to a stop, her big dark eyes widening, and spun in a circle, searching the ground. “Where?”

Mama hated snakes.

“In the woods, near Devil’s Sink—”

I hadn’t even gotten half the words out of my mouth before my mother rediscovered her fury and darted forward, snatching me by the wrist. “Get in this house right now and apologize. Dr. Rory’s late heading home because of you.” She kept scolding as she led me toward the door. “I told you a hundred times. You knew she was coming! And you run off anyway ’cause you’ve got no regard for a soul but yourself. What’s in that head of yours besides nothing? Coming back here spouting stories about snakes—”

“It’s not a story!” I insisted, trying to pull myself free. Mama dragged me up the porch steps. “I almost got bit and died!”

“You almost got bit?” Jezzie shouted across the yard. “Are you sure it was a rattlesnake? How big was it? What colors?”

I turned in time to see my little sister poke her greasy light brown head through a hole in the old tarp before darting back down out of sight.

I liked snakes. I’d always felt they understood me somehow, and that was why the one in my bassinet hadn’t bit me. Until that afternoon, I’d never felt threatened by a snake once. I respected them and they sensed it.

But Jezzie? Jezzie would marry a snake if she could.

Mama glanced back at the woodpile and frowned. “Don’t you even think of going to look for it. You’ve got snakes enough with you under that tarp.”

“Freddy caught all the woodpile snakes already,” Jezzie said, her voice muffled. She sounded disappointed. Mama rolled her eyes.

And then I was ushered through the door and into the house.

Our home in the holler between Fox and Little Fox Mountains wasn’t the biggest around, but it wasn’t the smallest, either, and I took pride in that. Sure, the roof sagged, and the porch railing was missing most of its pickets, and the floors inside were so uneven you could set down a marble and watch it roll from one wall to another—but it was a real house, not a shack. It had two bedrooms and a kitchen, a little washroom, and a sitting room.

We had electricity, too, ’cause of the Tennessee Valley Authority. They’d finally got it all the way up to our mountains in 1968, the year Jezzie was born, and it had changed everyone’s lives. A couple of years after that, Daddy and one of the men from the machine shop installed some plumbing and an electric pump for our well, which had changed everything all over again. We still had to heat hot water on our woodstove, but we had running cold water in the kitchen and bathroom. We had an indoor toilet and tub. We had a washing machine on the front porch and a radio. Not many people in our holler could say that. The whole Jackson clan still took turns washing in a metal basin outside. They also still used an outhouse—though it was a two-holer, which was nice.

Past the front door was our sitting room, where Mama liked to play her mountain dulcimer of an evening. I found Dr. Rory there, the rectangle-shaped, wooden instrument in her lap, picking the strings absent-mindedly. She looked up and grinned when we came in, the late-afternoon sunlight glinting off her white teeth.

“Thought you’d wait me out, huh?”

I frowned. “I don’t need any injections. I’m not sick.”

“Good,” replied Dr. Rory, setting the dulcimer on the worn sofa beside her. “You don’t get vaccines ’cause you’re sick. You get them to keep from getting sick. In fact, if you weren’t feeling well, I probably would put them off.”

I tried faking a cough, but Dr. Rory just pursed her lips, unimpressed. Mama took my shoulders and pointed me toward the back of the house.

“Stop fooling and go wash up. Then wait at the table,” she said. As I walked to the kitchen, she apologized for me and my sisters. “I’m so sorry about this, Rory. Are you sure we can’t pay you?”

“Save your money for the girls, Sadie. Get them some new clothes for school. And stop apologizing. The extra time gave me a chance to go check on my parents.”

“How about something to eat, then? To tide you over on the drive home?”

“Well… I won’t say no to one of your hand pies, if you’ve got any,” said the doctor.

Dr. Rory Harper was from Blackberry Holler originally. Her mother and father still lived in a shack up the road, though her brother lived somewhere else now. Back when she was younger, Mama had given her dulcimer lessons. But that was before I was born. Unlike most people in our mountains, who stayed right where they were all their lives, when Dr. Rory finished school, she moved away to the city. In Knoxville, she studied at a big university and got a degree so she could practice medicine. People talked nasty about her because of that. They said she’d gotten above her raising—that she thought she was better than the rest of us since she’d been educated.

I wasn’t sure that was true. Even though Dr. Rory didn’t live in Blackberry Holler anymore, she drove a car just as noisy as the Corbins’ old truck. Her clothes weren’t fancy either—today she had on a pair of frayed blue jeans and a plaid work shirt with the sleeves rolled to her elbows. If she thought she was better than us, why drive from so far away to do examinations and give injections to mountain kids?

Don’t misunderstand. I wished she’d stop showing up with her vaccines and her foul-tasting medicine. But I supposed the people who talked mean about Dr. Rory were probably just jealous because she lived in the city, where everyone had a TV. Or maybe they missed her and didn’t know how elseways to say it. That made sense, because when Dr. Rory wasn’t poking me with needles, I liked talking to her. She was funny, and she always listened to me seriously. Sometimes she even brought books for us girls, since our holler was too deep in the mountains for the bookmobile and our family didn’t have a car to drive to a library.

Mama went out the front door, yelling for Jezzie, and I washed up in the sink, scrubbing bits of grass and mud from my arms. Dr. Rory came into the kitchen behind me.

“You ready for me in here?” she asked.

I wasn’t. Her vials and syringes spread out on our kitchen table were enough to make my arms go weak.

I looked at the window above the sink, trying to decide if I could shimmy out of it fast enough. But Dr. Rory was right behind me. I was trapped, like Freddy when he got himself stuck in the bread box looking for a snack.

I dried off and walked to the table. The closest chair had a snapped leg—Jezzie’s new handiwork—so I scooted it aside and pulled up a different one, but I couldn’t make myself sit. My legs were too wobbly. I pictured the needle going into my arm, and it felt like my stomach was full up of bees.

“I just… Do you think…?” I took a breath before my voice came out fast and desperate. “I want to do a work first. It won’t take long, I promise.”

The doctor had her auburn hair tied in a ponytail, and she reached back to tighten it, a familiar smile creeping up one side of her mouth. “Still practicing?”

“Every day now,” I said.

“Are you going to try and cast a spell to convince me not to give you an injection? ’Cause I can tell you already it won’t work.”

“No,” I said quickly. “I just want to take out the pain.”

Dr. Rory pondered this for a minute. “Go on, then. That would be a useful spell for me to know. Regardless of what you and Jezebel believe, I don’t enjoy causing pain to my patients.”

“They’re not called spells,” I corrected. “They’re called works.”

“Whatever,” said Dr. Rory. “Just hurry it up.”

I ran to the back bedroom, where Jezzie and Eve and I slept, and pulled a big wicker laundry basket out from under my bed. It was full of ingredients for the practice of hill magic. Some had once been Maw-maw’s, but most I’d collected myself or with my sisters. For a moment I knelt beside the basket on the floor, trying to decide what I needed, but in the end I just lugged the whole heavy thing back into the kitchen and dropped it down on the table. Dr. Rory’s brow jumped up.

“You’ve been busy. This is double or more what you had last time I was here.”

“Jezzie and Freddy help me find stuff,” I explained. “Eve used to too. But not anymore.”

“You girls still not getting along?” the doctor asked.

“I don’t want to talk about it,” I said.

Dr. Rory gave me a look, but I just focused on my basket, taking out anything that seemed useful. I plucked corks from bottles with a pop and sniffed the cloudy tinctures inside. I delicately examined some dried weeds and flowers. There was a cloth bag full of soft, dark soil that I’d scooped from a fresh grave. That wouldn’t help cut pain, so I quickly tied the bag up.

Dr. Rory reached across the table and took one of my blue mason jars from the basket. Its lid was screwed on tight.

“Are these human teeth?” she asked, astonished.

I glanced over. “Some of them. Others are animals’.” When the doctor’s mouth stayed hanging open, I explained. “There are lots of works where teeth are good. Old Mrs. McGoffin said if you mix a jar with teeth and water and shake it up real violent, you can cause powerful hurt to someone.” I added hastily, “I never tried that, though. Don’t worry. I use my works for good, not evil.”

The shocked expression on Dr. Rory’s face didn’t leave. “Delilah, where do you get human teeth?”

I shrugged. “Dentist Abraham sells them to me for a penny each. He says it’s no matter to him. People don’t need them anymore after he yanks them out.”

“Dentist? There’s a dentist in the holler now?”

“Well, not official-like. He’s over in Crabtree Holler. And his main job is keeping bees. He’s not been to school or nothing like you. That’s why we call him Dentist Abraham instead of Doctor Abraham.”

Dr. Rory set the jar down carefully and clasped her hands together. Then she touched her lips to her thumbs before speaking, as if she had to pray first. “It’s been a long day, Delilah. Sit down and let’s get this over.”

“Wait, wait, wait!” I begged, searching faster. Dr. Rory went to wash her hands at the sink, and I picked up a paper lunch bag and opened it. “Look! Spiderwebs. I’ll lay some on my arm where you’ll stick in the needle and—”

“I’m not giving you a vaccine through spiderwebs,” she said over her shoulder. “Your skin has to be clean or you can get an infection.”

I remembered something else and dove across the table to reach deep into the bottom of the basket. I pulled out a large knife with a blade as long as my palm. It had been my Uncle Jackie’s when he fought in the Vietnam War five years ago.

Dr. Rory came back over. “Your daddy know you have that?”

I ignored her. “Here’s what we do: I stretch out my arm on the table, and you chop right next to it. Get as close as you can without hitting me—”

“I’m not doing that.”

I huffed, exasperated, and sat down. Dr. Rory drew liquid from a little glass vial and tapped her syringe

“Wait, wait!” I shouted again, leaning forward. I grabbed the knife and slid it under my chair, then focused on my arm with all my might as she cleaned off a spot with alcohol. I pictured the blade chopping down and stopping just above where I’d get poked.

“Now don’t move,” said Dr. Rory, and I squeezed my eyes shut in terror. She pressed the needle to my upper arm.

“Cut the pain! Cut the pain! In Jesus name, cut the pain!” I whispered.

“Did it work?” Dr. Rory asked after a moment.

I opened my eyes. To my surprise, she was already getting out a Band-Aid. A rush of excitement swelled in my heart. But then my arm started to ache and my smile faded.

“I don’t think so,” I said, disappointed. “Doing the work just distracted me.”

“That sounds like successful magic in my book.”

I shook my head. “A real work would last. A real work… I would know.” My legs were heavy as I slid off the chair. “If I’d been born the seventh son of a seventh son like Zachery Jackson—”

“And if I’d been born of a cow, I’d be mooing,” Dr. Rory said. I frowned, unamused, and put my supplies away in my basket. The doctor laid her hand on my head so I’d look at her. “Me being born the daughter of a coal miner didn’t stop me from becoming a doctor, now, did it? You being born this way or that has nothing to do with nothing. And don’t let anyone convince you otherwise.”

“I just want one of my works to work. Maw-maw could do all sorts of neat stuff.”

Dr. Rory’s expression was sympathetic, but the way she hesitated before speaking again made me think I wouldn’t like what she wanted to say.

“Listen, Delilah…” she started.

But then my mother came into the house, the screen door squealing and slapping shut behind her, and Jezzie was at her heels, fussing.

“Just let me have one! Dr. Rory don’t need them all!”

“The answer is no. You’ll spoil your supper.”

“It’s not fair! Eve took four this morning!”

“Eve took them to the Perkinses’. You want Annie going hungry while she’s nursing that baby? Now stop whining.”

Jezzie trudged dramatically into the kitchen. Mama followed and wrapped up the last couple of hand pies from the cupboard in wax paper.

“Fresh-made this morning,” she said proudly, offering them to the doctor. “You like the apple ones, right?”

“Apple’s my favorite,” muttered Jezzie, kicking at her broken chair.

Dr. Rory glanced at my sister, then at Mama, who said, “Ignore her. She’s had two already.”

“I do hate you going to the trouble…” said the doctor, but she took the pies with an eager smile and put them in her bag. “I can’t get them this good in the city, though.”

“The secret’s to use dried apples, not fresh,” said Mama.

Jezzie noticed my wicker basket on the table and perked up, forgetting the pies.

“Did you do a work?” she asked, excited.

Maybe I was embarrassed that I couldn’t manage something as simple as cutting pain. Maybe I just didn’t want to disappoint my little sister—she was one of the few people who still believed I might have the gift of magic, despite never having done none. In any case, her question made me remember how much of a failure I was, so I frowned and picked up my basket and shoved past her without answering.

Jezzie gaped for only half a breath before starting to scream. Mama had to grab her so she wouldn’t leap on my back and tear me apart.

“Delilah!” she scolded. “What was that for?”

But I was already down the hall, and then the bedroom door was shut.

I knew it wasn’t fair. Jezzie hadn’t done me any unkindness. And she didn’t need help getting wound up. But I had a sour, anxious knot in my stomach.

For years now I’d been studying hill magic.

For months I’d been dedicated, doing works every day, trying over and over again to get just one to turn out.

Should I have put the knife in my seat instead of under it? Should I have said different words? Or more of them?

Despite all my practice, I had nothing to show for my efforts but more questions. I was losing faith. If it weren’t for the stories about my great-grandmother, I might no longer believe in hill magic at all.

Thinking of Maw-maw made me think of the timber rattlesnake in the woods. She’d have known just the right Bible verse to turn the serpent away. She never would have been caught tongue-tied. When she’d found that belltail in my bassinet, she’d said, “Peace, be still! Peace, be still!” and he’d stayed calm as a dry creek till Daddy got him.

The serpent’s rattle echoed around in my skull. I remembered the preacher showing up to save me. I remembered his rumbling, musical voice. His focus. The way he’d whispered at the snake and it had gone quiet—had stopped fighting.

I dropped my basket onto the floor, nearly crushing my foot.

Jasper Jones had used hill magic right in front of me.

He’d done a work with no words and I hadn’t even realized.

The thought made my insides turn twisty. I felt a bit of fear at such power, a thrill, too. And then the sour, anxious knot tightened right back up, three times as big as before.

If it was possible for people to do such incredible things, why couldn’t I do even the simplest work?

I flopped down on the floor by my herbs and grave dirt and jars of dead bugs. I rubbed my aching arm.

Unfortunately, unlike most of my questions, this one was easy to answer.

For a work to succeed, the worker had to completely believe—not only in the healing or the helping but in themselves.

I lay back on the floor and draped my arms over my eyes, listening to Jezzie sob hysterically while Dr. Rory and Mama said awkward goodbyes.




[image: ]

For Thou Art but a Youth

Jezzie was in trouble, but I was in deeper, and Daddy coming home late from the machine shop made everything worse. He’d been coming home late a lot recently, because Gunner Sutton—at the advisement of his son Earl—had let go most of their other employees. The Suttons said they couldn’t afford to pay so many people no more on account of “the economy.” I didn’t understand how “the economy” could reach us all the way in Blackberry Holler. That sounded like city-folk stuff. But Daddy had been in such a poor mood, I guessed it was true.

“What were you thinking, Delilah? Stomping around in tall grass in this heat? Are you trying to get bit?” Daddy asked when I slouched into the kitchen. He was helping Mama put supper on the table.

“I wasn’t stomping.” I frowned. “I was just walking regular.”

“Watch that back sass,” warned Mama.

“You weren’t supposed to go walking at all,” said Daddy. “You knew Dr. Rory was on her way. Your mama told you a hundred times.”

The worst thing about having parents that got along well was that you wound up getting scolded double for the same thing. Daddy always had Mama’s back and she always had his. So in the Fowler house, if you got caught misbehaving, you were sure to hear about it twice at least.

“There are gonna be consequences for your actions if you keep causing trouble.” Daddy picked up a dishrag, then bent to take a casserole dish from the oven. A gush of heat from the burning wood inside filled the already-too-warm kitchen, which made me uncomfortable and irritated. Why cook such hot food on such a hot night?

“That goes for you, too, Jezebel? Do you hear?” Mama asked.

I hadn’t seen my little sister in the room. After a moment of looking around, I spied her under the table, sitting cross-legged and wearing only a pair of purple shorts. She was playing with Bunkin’s headless torso and amputated left leg. I felt a pang of guilt, recalling how I’d pushed her for no reason. When she saw me staring, I tried to mouth, Sorry. She gave me an angry look and scooted around on her butt to face the opposite way. I sighed, regretful. It was always a chore to win back Jezzie’s affections. And it was dangerous to be on her bad side.

“Are you girls listening to your daddy or not?” Mama snapped from by the icebox.

I stood up straight, mock military-style, and saluted her. “Ma’am, yes, ma’am!”

Mama and Daddy scowled, but I heard Jezzie stifle a giggle, which made me almost grin.

“We don’t have time to be chasing you girls around making sure you’re doing right,” said Daddy. His voice was starting to get that testy edge to it, so I dropped my silly salute and put on a serious face. “You know things are hard right now. You know we’re both busy. You know…”

His words trailed off, and he shook his head, stopping himself from saying more. That was happening a lot lately too. And each time it made me more anxious. No one would talk out loud about it, but Daddy was worried he’d lose his job. He’d been worried about it since the oil crisis began, nearly two years ago, and no one could afford gasoline anymore. The machine shop made a lot of parts for cars, and since nobody could drive them, nobody was buying them. The Suttons cut everyone’s wages. When that wasn’t enough, they cut the number of workers at the shop. This year, men from the holler who’d run the machines for near two or three decades—men like Mr. Corbin and Roy Perkins—were let go with nothing but promises. Mr. Sutton said that when things got better, he’d hire them back. Daddy said things were getting worse.

I said to myself what I always said when Daddy’s worries spread to me: The machine shop couldn’t run without him. Daddy’d been there forever, since before I was born, but he hadn’t been there the longest. The reason he still had a job was because Daddy was the one who fixed everything—who knew how everything worked.

If the machine shop was still a machine shop, Daddy would have a job, and that
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