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The Melungeon Witch

 Sheriff Daniel Praeger summoned the
enemy-tracking skills he’d learned in the War to approach the
isolated mountain cabin. With tobacco-brown planks and a tin roof
weeping from rust, the cabin looked harmless enough, not that he
believed in that witch talk down in Reidville. He knocked on the
door and waited.

Flower pots made from woven river cane and
red clay littered the small porch, and bunches of dried herbs hung
from open rafters over his head. Curiosity getting the better of
him, he stooped over one pot covered in clusters of purple
horn-shaped blossoms.

“That’s comfrey,” a voice called out over
his shoulder.

He whipped around to face a slender woman in
her mid-20s, feeling both stumped and irritated at how she’d
managed to sneak up on him without making a sound. A glimpse of her
light olive skin, straight black hair and periwinkle eyes were
enough to tell she was one of them, the Melungeons. He’d lost count
of all the rumors about who they were—descendants of natives,
settlers, slaves.

“It was that Melungeon girl, that witch
Cephea Collins, who’s responsible for this foul business,” was the
cry of townspeople trying to convince Daniel she was his chief
suspect. He didn’t cotton to such prejudices. Maybe it was a
reaction to his Daddy’s drunken rants against “the darkies” or
maybe it was all the senseless death he’d seen on the Western Front
in the Argonne, but he was just plain tired of people not getting
along.

Cephea pointed to the plant he’d been
studying. “That there’s a magic plant. The leaves make a poultice
for sprains and bruises. And the root’s good for quinsy and
whooping-cough.”

“It’s also kinda pretty,” he said, then
flushed with embarrassment as her lovely eyes danced with laughter
at his un-soldierly reply.

“‘Deed it is. But don’t go a-boiling it for
tea if you’re aiming to impress a gal. Smells like a rotting
corpse.”

Her corpse comment snapped his attention
back to his mission. “I’m afraid I’m here on business, Miss
Collins,” and he nodded his head toward her open door.

She led him to a small, bright room, the
windows angled toward the southwest. On a corner table lay rows of
glass jars filled with liquids and creams in a rainbow of colors,
while the contents of a three-legged iron pot bubbled in the
fireplace.

“I’ve come about a death, Miss Collins.
Eighteen-year-old Becka Eaglen. Found yesterday at the base of some
rocks in the Clinch River, drowned, though she was a good swimmer.
An eyewitness saw you talking to Becka not long before she was
killed. That you even gave her something.”

Cephea frowned. “I’s in town yesterday
droppin’ off herbs at Byner’s store. I do recollect talking to a
girl. She needed a tincture of bluegrass. Normally, I’d charge five
cents, but I ‘lowed she looked desperate, so I just handed it to
her.”

“Bluegrass? What would she want with
that?”

Cephea hesitated. “I use it for a purgative,
most times.”

Daniel considered her answer. After watching
his share of helmeted faces hunched over Ma Deuce fifty-cal machine
guns, wondering if they’d be able to use the bolt release in time
or freeze up, he’d gotten good at reading body language. Cephea
wasn’t lying, but she was definitely hiding something.

Then she surprised him. “Can I see her,
Sheriff? Not to touch the body, just see her.”

He blinked a few times. “I don’t know. I
reckon her family might be unhappy with that. It’s not standard
procedure—”

“Fer a killer?” She was smiling again,
gentle, not accusing.

He nodded, knowing just how much trouble a
furious Becka Eaglen’s banker-father could be if Daniel allowed
Cephea’s request. But if Cephea was guilty, he was sure he’d be
able to tell by how she reacted when she saw the body.

Making up his mind, he helped her into his
Model T and navigated down the winding mountain road. They parked
in front of the funeral home that doubled as the town’s morgue, and
he led her into the back room where Becka’s remains lay in a
shallow ice box.

Cephea didn’t shrink away from the rigid
corpse, like most women would. True to her word, she didn’t touch
Becka, but bent close over the young girl’s face, sniffing. Becka’s
head was turned to one side and Daniel could see part of the brain
peeking through the bashed-in skull, with dried clotted blood
around it.

“Was they someone she had a quarrel with,
Sheriff? Boy trouble?”

“Why do you say that?”

“This child wasn’t drowned. She went into
the water dead.”

Daniel knew both Doc Baile and coroner
Judson Kirtley were both getting up in years, but he hadn’t known
either man to miss such an important detail before. “And how would
you know that?”

Her direct gaze was more unsettling than a
German Hun with a fully-loaded Luger pointed at him. “I heared what
townsfolk say, Sheriff, but I’m a healer, not a killer. I seen
drowning before, but she don’t have signs. Look here, no foam,
vomit, or blood around her mouth or face. And her eyes are open,
see? They’s a line across her eyeballs. They don’t get that when
they drown. Her head’s over to one side—I never seen a drowner with
that, only the dry-land dead.”

Daniel took a closer look at the wound on
Becka’s skull, something he hadn’t bothered to do before, assuming
she’d hit her head on the rocks in the river. But viewing it up
close, he knew he’d seen that type of gash, whenever a heavy object
crashed down on a victim’s head from above.

Something only another person could do.
Damned if Cephea wasn’t probably right.

Cephea’s hand reached out and hovered over
Becka’s hair, as if she wanted to touch the murdered girl. “Such an
innocent young thing don’t deserve ending up this way.” She
withdrew her hand and thrust it back into the pocket of her plain,
blue cotton dress. “Shore hope you find who did it, Sheriff.”

As Daniel looked into Cephea’s wide, blue
eyes that matched the color of her dress, he had to fight the
sudden urge to reach out and touch her. What the hell
brought that on? Since his wife’s death, he’d only dated briefly,
and that certainly hadn’t turned out well. But he felt drawn to
this young woman with a deep stirring he’d never felt before. Not
even with his wife.

His grandmother would say he’d been “hexed,”
and he inwardly cursed the superstitious townspeople—all their wild
talk of witches was making him forget his rational side. He had a
job to do and didn’t need distractions. Especially disturbing ones
like Cephea Collins.

After driving Cephea back to her cabin,
Daniel took the next several days asking questions of everyone
Becka knew, which was a goodly percentage of the population in a
small town of only a couple thousand. He had to endure the wrath of
Becka’s father, as he’d expected, and the suspicion of others
Cephea had placed a spell on him so he didn’t arrest her, but it
was all part of the job. Unfortunately, his job got rudely
interrupted by an outbreak which threw everyone in a panic, scared
it was the Spanish flu of 1918 all over again.

Doc Baile was in way over his head,
especially after he came down with the flu himself. Funny how the
same people who’d been ready to throw a Melungeon “witch” in jail
without evidence were just as ready to take her help when there was
no one else, even willingly allowing her into their homes to apply
her poultices and drinking her potions. Some attributed her
miraculous powers of healing to the devil, but Daniel thought it
more likely they came from someplace a little bit higher.

When Daniel’s three-year-old son fell victim
to the virus, Cephea didn’t waste any time coming. He found himself
marveling at her methods as she tended to the boy as tenderly as a
mother, laying a mustard poultice on his chest, and giving him some
drops of liquid from a small glass bottle. At his questioning look,
she smiled. “It’s the comfrey. It’ll loosen his cough and he’ll
breathe better.”

She joined Daniel in the kitchen when he got
up for a glass of water. “You feeling all right, Sheriff?”

He nodded, wondering what it would sound
like to hear her say “Daniel” instead of “Sheriff” in those musical
tones of hers. Maybe the townspeople were right. Whenever he was
around Cephea, he was starting to feel mighty bewitched.

He said, “I’m fine. I never get sick.”

Her eyes opened wide. “Never?”

“Not that I recall. Listen, Miss Collins, I
want to thank you for coming here tonight to help with Matthew.
He’s all I’ve got now, save my mother—and we’re not exactly on the
best of terms.”

“And little Mattie’s mama?”

“She died giving birth to Matthew. Doc Baile
said it was a blood clot in her lungs.”

Cephea touched his arm softly, and he was
grateful she didn’t say anything. All those well-meaning words from
other people just made him angry.

He straightened up and guided her into the
living room, where he filled her in on his progress in Becka’s
case. “You have good instincts, Miss Collins. Becka had a suitor,
fellow named Farrell Haber. Hand-picked by her daddy, but she’d
have none of it. After digging a little further, I found out Becka
wasn’t his first love. There was another girl he pursued a couple
years ago. She didn’t return his favors, either.”

“What’d this other girl tell you?”

“Nothing, I’m afraid. She disappeared.”

They sat in silence for a few moments,
although Daniel kept listening for any sounds of distress coming
from Matthew’s room. Cephea picked up a necklace lying on a table,
and fingered it, with a rapt expression on her face.

He pointed at it. “That was my
grandmother’s. I have no idea why I got it out right before you
came. It lay in the back of a drawer for years, but when I went
looking for something else, there it was.”

“I never seed a blue crystal shaped liked a
teardrop. It’s beautiful. How’d your Gramma come by it?”

Daniel cleared his throat, finding he really
didn’t want to talk about it. “You know I was skeptical of that
whole witch thing the moment folks started saying it was you who’d
done Becka in with some kind of magical power.”

She nodded, and then placed the necklace
over her head, running her fingers across the crystal now lying on
her neck. “You be a man of law, not superstition.”

“They used to say the same thing about my
grandmother—that she was a witch, that is. Kids would walk on the
other side of the street when they saw her coming. I hated it. I
begged her to tell everyone it wasn’t true, put an end to the
rumors. She’d just laugh and say ‘there are more things between
heaven and earth than you can dream of and that’s the Shakespeare’s
truth’.”

“I seen a few things,” Cephea looked off
into the distance. “Not haints, mind you, just little things.
People knowing what another was thinking. Dreams of things afore
they happen for real. Maybe you should listen to that Gramma of
yours.”

He got up to take her empty glass. “More
water?”

“No, I should see to Matthew then get
a-goin’ to the cabin for more herbs. I’ll check on him tamar.”

“I wish I could drive you, but—”

“You shan’t leave him. I’ll be all right. I
been hiking up that road in the dark all my life. I know every
little curve, rock and tree.”

“I can’t pay you right now. But I can in a
few days.”

She shook her head. “I won’t take it. Not
today or then.”

Daniel had an idea, noticing she hadn’t
removed the necklace yet. “You keep that necklace. My mother
refuses to wear any jewelry, and Matthew and I don’t need it.”

She thought for a moment, then agreed.
Before she left, he had one question that had been burning in his
mind for days. “Miss Collins, when I asked what Becka would need
bluegrass tincture for, you said it was a purgative. But I sensed
there was something else you weren’t saying.”

She nodded. “Didn’t seem important, I
reckon. Some of my people say bluegrass’ll ward off the evil
eye.”

Satisfied with her answer, he watched her go
reluctantly, knowing she was right, that she made trips alone up
that road often enough. But as he looked in on the sleeping
Matthew, he couldn’t shake a bad feeling. He’d had hunches before,
some even saying he had a sixth sense.

With a glass of a liquid much stronger than
water
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