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  BLACK OAK AND SUGAR TREE


  WHEN THE WAR in Vietnam was over, Mercy Grace finally got the chance to say shed made the right decision when she stood her ground and stayed with the family homestead instead of taking the Greyhound to Louisville like most of the women from her graduating class at Adair County high school had done. The price of housing in the city was so steep that many of them ended up living not in converted Edwardian mansions along maple-lined streets, as they had dreamed, but in the new projects across the bridge in New Albany, commuting to the meat factories or automotive plants on the Kentucky side of the Ohio, or to the government munitions manufactory on the Indiana side, instead of the downtown Louisville jewelry stores and dress shops they had once imagined, because the factories paid better.


  Her cousin Amanda Sue called with the news that the last Americans had been evacuated out of Saigon and that the munitions plant—or bullet factory, as it was known—where she worked—in Clarksville, Indiana, had put all departments on notice. Two days to shut down and nobody was to report to work after Friday. One second, people had a job and the next, not.


  Mercy Grace, for one, would be glad to see old friends trudging back to Adair County. She could use help. The boys returning from Vietnam over the years had proven themselves undependable, many not looking for regular work at all, lingering in the county just long enough to regroup, kiss their mothers and grandmothers, and devise a plan for getting down the road. Quite a number came back with drug habits. Others drowned themselves in the pursuit of sex or the manufacture of still liquor or shaved off trees in the middle of their granddaddys woods to establish themselves in the marijuana trade. Rumors flew like plucked feathers. She could predict how long a hired man would stay by the stories he told, most of which had to do with earning cash enough to stake himself in his personal vision of someplace else, someplace bigger. The greater the vision, the longer she could count on him to occupy the old poplar cabin, her familys original homestead, down by the barn and the creek. Ray Joe Morrison, whose maple-colored eyes and muscled arms and shoulders shed quickly grown used to, had stayed on for four months. The average she swore was two weeks, which was about how often she felt like she was swabbing the floors and bleaching out the night pot, but her records told her it was closer to a month. Otherwise, she hadnt had steady help since her folks passed, aside from Pastor Bob, the Presbyterian minister, who made a habit of hiring himself out to anybody with a nickel to spare, trying to ease the congregations burden of his support. But his availability wavered, depending on who else needed him and which religious holiday or rite of passage lay immediately ahead. She was barely twenty-five, carrying the load that had once kept her father, her mother, herself, and her brother Donald Dale busy seven days a week.


  Donald Dale, her only sibling, followed the example of their cousins, the Hadley twins, and moved out West to California. Hed come back from Vietnam missing part of his left hand, sporting a Fu Manchu mustache, long hair, and a peace sign tattooed on the web between the thumb and forefinger of his right hand. He wasnt turning his back on her, but he didnt jive with old-time ways anymore.


  Shed thought about building a bunkhouse, providing discharged soldiers in exchange for work a place to adjust to being back in the mountains, a place to gain distance from war. Perhaps more of them would stay in the county if they had a little support. Maybe she could offer an alternative to drugs and bootleg as the hyphen between Vietnam and whatever their new lives were going to be. More and more, she saw the hyphen becoming the whole of it.


  ***


  April was her favorite month, for all the wildflowers in bloom and the smell on her clothes from jarring the last of the sap from the sugar maples. Her hundred and nineteen acres abounded with them, and had for all of memory, as the older trees were riddled with waxed-over tap holes and the original deed called the northwest entrance to the property from the creek as being where Pettys Fork meets Cabin Branch at the Granite Boulder betw. a Black Oak and a Sugar Tree apart from the Sugar Bush. She had a taste for the woody sweetness the trees produced, each year putting back a few jars for casual use on her biscuits at breakfast, but mostly saving it for selling to her list of longstanding customers in summer and for putting away to dress up oatmeal and hotcakes in the winter.


  And for the sake of a much-loved tradition in Adair County, her familys maple-sugar candy and shortbread cookies, which she sold in ribbon-tied boxes at Atties Drugstore on the square in Columbia and to several storefront business owners who gave them to employees as gifts at various times of the year, including Christmas: the law office, the county sheriff, the judge, both banks, The Columbia Beacon, and off-campus administrative offices belonging to Cumberland Basin College, not to mention a tier of Kentucky state offices, including the local parole officer, Wade Elvin Locklear, whose job it was to keep track of men returning to the county after their time in prison at LaGrange. Wade Elvin mailed her a check each July for the coming seasons shipment, a dozen boxes of candy and a dozen of cookies, making quick work of his Christmas list, which consisted of every parolee on his docket and his mother in South Carolina. Every year Mercy Grace made enough cash from her Christmas sales to keep herself in flour and sugar and lard for the ensuing months, pay her telephone and electricity bills, and fund the next years round of production. Even if she was at times curious about the greater world, she was proud that she so far had been able to continue this tradition, as the women of her mothers family had been handing down those two recipes since the Murrells had settled the section of Kentucky known as Petty Fork Creek, before Kentucky was a state, before Adair was a county, and before Lewis and Clark made their famed journey west—more than a hundred and seventy-five years.


  She started tapping the trees in late January or early February, as soon as the daytime temperatures got above freezing, and the boil down took up most of her time during the ensuing otherwise quiet weeks of the year, but the cutting and topping and stripping and grinding and cooking down of sugar cane to molasses began in the cool of the autumn, after the stalks yellowed and grew striped with red. Ripe cane looked like a field of corn, and the tops made good stock feed. The work was exhausting, hot, and messy, but it made high-profit money for the farm. Not only was molasses a component of both time-proven recipes, but Mercy Grace sold quart jars of the dark-sweet stuff alongside her maple syrup. Shed just secured holiday orders from Goodins Market and several other spots around Adair County. Over and over she heard it said that her familys traditional Black Gold—Since before Kentucky was a state!—label was a called-for favorite by all manner of local baker.


  The transformation from cane to molasses was a lengthy, energy-consuming process, in part because it required harnessing one of the mules—usually old Danny, as he was less apt to balk at the task—to turn the grindstone, plus steam-washing and sanitizing the boiling vat afterwards and the long, skinny separating chute—nearly twice as long as she was tall—with its many strainer fins. As a youngster she was instructed by her father to climb in and scrub the still-warm copper vat with buckets of water and rags that subsequently had to be chugged clean in her mothers Kelvinator, its side-by-side zinc tubs filled with even more buckets of water for first the soap cycle, then the rinse, all of which had to be heated on the wood cookstove that sat on the summer porch. The cloths then had to be fed one at a time through arm-eating rollers to press out the rinse water. Today, it was a matter of hoses and spray nozzles. Then and now it was also Mercy Graces job to keep the fire under the vat stable and the temperature of the molasses cooking at a steady boil, which required her to feed the firebox underneath. Oak worked best, because it burned hot and long, but oak was getting harder and harder to come by, which was part of why she was planting a new grove of black oak out beyond the barn. At two to three feet of growth per year, she should easily be able to harvest a thinning crop in four or five years. Life, to Mercy Grace, was nothing if not about looking ahead and being prepared.


  When she was young, her father climbed on a box to stir a five-foot long paddle hard and fast enough to keep the foam down. Now she does it, wearing the same leather apron and shoulder-high gloves that had served as his and his fathers protection against hot splatters. With the new tiltable platform built and installed, Mercy Grace had arrived at the next level of engineering in the history of her familys molasses production. She was able to accomplish an hours worth of cleaning in a matter of minutes merely because she could rotate the vat and lock it into a perpendicular position instead of risking a fall to climb a ladder. If she dispensed with the grindstone and installed a wringer apparatus similar to the clothes washer, she could make operations even more efficient, but she advertised old-timey goodness. How could she guarantee old-timey goodness without old-timey process? Even the tilt mechanism was a concession.


  In her spare minutes she was sketching plans for the bunkhouse. If she had eight men, she could build a milking barn, keep more dairy cows, raise dozens more acres in cane. She could quadruple the amount of molasses she sold, expand to surrounding counties. She still wasnt growing her entire allotment of tobacco, because the government was paying her to do otherwise, but she could, and more, if allotments were increased, which was the talk. With the country full of bored ex-soldiers standing in unemployment lines, discharge bonuses burning a hole, tobacco use was expected to increase, even without federal contracts for the tens of thousands of filter-less pre-rolled cigarettes being shipped overseas with C-rations. Only a few choice friend-distributors knew, but already she was selling bootleg tobacco: instead of carting it to the warehouse to auction, she dried and chopped and processed it herself and sold unprinted muslin bags of it for half the cost of store-bought rolling tobacco. Her profit was more than ten times what the government paid her for not growing during price controls. Since nobody was looking over her shoulder, she didnt have to report what she didnt sell to the big wig corporate buyers. Revenuers so far hadnt come hunting bootleg tobacco, and if they did, being as young as she was, shed claim ignorance, and that would be the end of it. Wouldnt make the money she earned meantime go away. Money she kept buried in the ground at the back of the old stone room and not in the bank. If she were smart, shed be into what the law did come looking for, however, and that was still liquor. Everybody in the U.S. was having a romance with shine, which she expected to grow more pronounced now that Vietnam was over. Ever since Deliverance was at the movie houses, it wasnt just locals living in a dry county looking for Saturday fun. People came from all over to whisper about shine. She could have acres of money buried in the ground. She could fill the old stone house. Mercy Grace would never do such a thing, of course, but it did make her think about how gullible people were, and how much money could be made off of gullibility. In her mind, if she used tobacco to build a bunkhouse and could keep a half-dozen or more boys off the booze, her crime would be in balance. Call it her war effort. Part of her felt guilty anyway that she didnt sign on for one of the factory jobs or one of the womens branches of the military. She could have joined the medical corps, travelled the world. Done a bit of good.


  She was thinking about how the first job she was going to hand over to the next person she hired was walking old Danny to turn the grindstone, plus saw-dusting and scooping his plops, when it occurred to her that she could get Albert Goodin, whose brother owned the grocery market in Columbia, to smith her a stout set of tongs with locking clamps on the pincers so she could hoist the grindstone up and out into a vat of soapy water, then hose it down while it hung mid-air. Obviously, some expense, but shed reached an impasse with the health board. If she was going to insist on using traditional practices, she was going to have to continue to update her cleaning and hygiene procedures, which was how she arrived at the point of using sawdust to sanitize Dannys pile before she scooped it, as was using a galvanized shovel so it could endure a brief soaking in sanitizer afterward.


  Then she thought about how no one save the long line of the Murrell side of her family had ever walked a mule around that grinding stone, until the Murrell women started marrying Hadley men. Even if it was fifteen miles of dirt road and a half-mile of slate creek bottom to get to the main road, and until recently by mule and wagon, since the time they settled this original sixteen-hundred-acre section of Kentucky, Murrells had grown cane and cooked molasses and sold it to whomever wanted it. At one time, theyd had a dozen vats going and shipped it by buckboard from holler to holler and into the flatwoods west of Pettys Fork Creek. Midway into the nineteenth century, before the Civil War, when the first Murrell married the first Hadley, the land got split into half-sections of eight hundred acres each and the easternmost half-section was given to the bride and groom. It was from this marriage that her father, Jonah Bryant Hadley, was descended. By the time her parents were in the ground, they still owned two hundred acres, including the original homestead. They left eighty-one acres to her brother Donald Dale, which he promptly sold off to a couple by the last name of King, whose cute, tawny-haired, wide-eyed kids Mercy Grace would see waiting by the gravel road cut-off for the school bus in the early morning as she waited for the Farm Fresh truck to pick up her carefully sterilized stainless steel cans full of the days gallons of what her father called, white gold. He long insisted that he should be milking more cows not growing more cane, as the profits were steeper.


  She was left with a hundred and nineteen acres, and by county zoning, no further splitting was allowed, not that she wanted to, but at times when she had no extra, when she thought she was going to have to haul out some of the cash she had buried in the old stone room, she fantasized about breaking the place into twenty acre lots, keeping only nine for herself. She could move into the cabin or the old stone room and live out her life on the dollars she had sealed in half-gallon jars and covered with earth. Of course, she wasnt the only one to do the burying. The Murrells long had been keepers of stories and keepers of the copper penny. She would have no idea how much usable molasses and maple syrup money was in the ground on her place, except that a handed-down map in her mothers diary told the tale. A map that had been kept up to date since the last decades of the eighteenth century, when her mothers ancestors, John and Sarah Murrell, Scottish immigrants, had claimed their section of Kentucky. John was a Presbyterian cleric and trained as a physician, and, as a consequence, was allowed into the country at a time when the Scottish had little station in the eyes of the New World.


  A bit of her fathers advice, too, was that she should never trust a bank—one of the many things her mother and father had in common, she supposed. Some of what was underground was so old it was no longer worth its printed value, of that she was certain, but some of it was worth much more to a collector. That was her Plan B. Selling pre-Civil War confederate banknotes. If she ever found herself in financial trouble or decided to turn her back on the notion of family continuity. Part of the reason she remained single was that she couldnt think of even one suitor, save her high school boyfriend Torrence, who didnt have dollar signs in his eyes. Every deer season, when she went hunting to refill the meat freezer, shed find earth disturbed where some likely-drunk yokel had gone looking for her familys treasure. She figured the Kings, the extended Murrell and Hadley clans, and other families living up and down Pettys Fork Creek experienced similar intrusions. The secret of buried money in the mountains of Adair County was an alluring tale and so old it had taken on the essence of folklore. Of course, none of those treasure seekers knew about the old stone room.


  It was her Grandpa Hadley, her fathers father, who started transitioning cane fields to tobacco beds and even more to hemp stands during the second world war. Church people thought tobacco was a sin, but it brought in more money than molasses at the time, which was before the government stepped in after the Depression and tried to solve the problem of farmers going bankrupt by imposing price controls and paying people not to grow certain crops while subsidizing others. Mercy Grace got twelve hundred dollars a year for not growing her full base of tobacco, which had the added benefit of freeing ground for cane, not to mention a bunkhouse.


  ***


  The first one from her graduating class to arrive at her place after the fall of Saigon was Ezarene Campbell. Mercy Grace was driving her garden tractor along the narrow gravel lane from the southeast sugar bush, her largest grove of sugar maples, hauling boxes of in-the-jar syrup, rounding the corner to see Ezarene in plaid culottes and a white polo shirt, looking mature and very modish, leaning against what from the distance appeared to be an older Fairlane, tan-color. The noise of the tractor had kept Mercy Grace from hearing the car coming up the creek. Ezarene had always styled herself after what was popular in magazines, in ways not instinctive to other girls in the county. The Campbells had lived in town during their daughters high school years, as they had gotten to the point where they could afford to, after oil had been discovered on their land in the east part of the county. Ezarene came from the hills, but unlike some, didnt turn to snobbery to make herself forget it. She brought patterns and fabric swatches to school and consulted Mercy Grace and others about what she would sew for herself next, which could have been construed as boastful, but Mercy Grace saw it as sharing and the chance to imagine something fancy for herself, too. At graduation, Ezarene surprised a half-dozen girls she wasnt even close to with handmade, tie-dyed halter tops.


  Well if it isnt you, Mercy Grace said. Cant say Im sorry to see you, E-Z.


  E-Z was what school kids had called Ezarene, from the time they were riding mules bareback through autumn leaves and winter snow and the occasional cry of wildcats to the one-room school up McCluskey Holler, where Mercy Graces aunt Meredith had been headmistress going back to before the Great Depression. E-Z suffered some for the nickname at the hands of boys in their class once they reached puberty, but as she was well capable of pulling a left punch, she didnt suffer for long.


  Goody for you, Ezarene said.


  Got tea and a porch swing.


  You dont look to me like you got time for tea and a porch swing. Any shine?


  Nope.


  You never were any fun.


  Nope. You want to help? I got a shovel. Mercy Grace pulled her drawings for the bunkhouse out of her hip pocket and handed them to Ezarene. Ive got to have help. I want to build a bunkhouse.


  Ezarene smoothed the notepaper drawing out over the hood of the Fairlane and said, Huh. Well, welcome home, I reckon.


  At first I thought Id do it for hired hands, for the boys who right now are coming back from overseas in droves, but just about the moment I saw you had driven up, I decided I want women to build it.


  Whats the big deal about that? Its not like no women in this county never built a building. How many chicken coops you build in your life? How many you seen built?


  Now, just listen. It hit me what it would be like to live with people just coming back and with drugs and booze calling at them all the time. Ive seen it already. It makes things tense when your worker is thinking about nothing but quitting time so he can open that first bottle of bootleg beer. Or worse, smuggle in a flask. I dont want to deal with drug and booze problems, and particularly I dont want any shine trouble. I really dont feel Im qualified, for one. Ive been assuming a certain level of guilt over not having gone off and done my part for Vietnam, but guilt is not a qualification, is it? Women can build a bunkhouse, cant they? I thought, what if I build a bunkhouse by women for women coming back from the war. The women wholl live there can help me build it.


  Lord, let me catch a breath, Ezarene said. I swear Ive walked into a tornado.


  All right. Well, help me or not, welcome back, and trust me, Im glad to see you whole for more than one reason.


  Well, I could say the same for you, I guess. I thought youd be married with a couple of brats by now. So, here it is, Mercy Grace: I could use a place to stay for a spell. Pas on the jar again. He doesnt get to do to me what he used to do. Ill kill him first. I may kill him anyway.


  Mercy Grace put her arms around Ezarene, and the two of them held there for a long moment. Shed forgotten what it felt like to hug an old friend, a woman friend, the way the time and space between them immediately filled with feelings and history such that the two no longer felt like separate people and like theyd just seen each other yesterday. Hugging a man did not feel like that. Hugging a man either made her feel drained and vaguely frightened or like royalty with a dash of helplessness. She couldnt explain that last part. The first part was obvious. Some men sucked the energy from her, and she was scared to death of falling for somebody like that. But the last part was harder to describe. Some men, and Ray Joe had been one of them, made her feel like a damsel in distress, like a princess suited for a golden carriage, and she liked it. She liked feeling that fleet sense of need, the need for rescue, even though alone and by daylight rescue was the last word anybody in Adair County would use to describe her. Half the time shed just as soon drop a man off a cliff as look at him. She supposed that what she experienced was a certain sense of vulnerability and maybe inevitability, since she and Ray Joe had slept together that first night and every night thereafter until he moved on.


  I dont know what got into your daddy, E-Z, Mercy Grace said.


  Well, it was oil, I reckon, Ezarene said. Turned him to the jar and my mother to the Bible. Oil turned our house into a place of worry. Then you grow up and figure out the whole world is a place of worry. Once in a while you get to pluck a rose off a bush, and even so you got to be smart enough to dodge thorns. Pisses me off that I didnt get to put off learning the dark side of life until I was good and done with the fun of being a kid.


  Which is why you need to think about something else, Mercy Grace said, releasing the embrace. We can teach each other. I have it in mind to get along without a man. Im saying for life. A firm decision. This last one, well, you werent here, but it burned me pretty bad. My own doing for getting caught up, but anyway, listen. Its fortunate that you drove in just now. And theres plenty more like you, just coming back from wherever the war sucked them to. Theres also Ruth and Martha Abrell. They went to nurse training after you left and both worked in MASH units overseas. It messed them up, but theyre not beyond help. I talked to Ruth at the harvest fair last fall, and she says Martha has nightmares. It was that conversation that gave me the idea of somehow helping people who are coming back lost. Bootleg is a good business right now, especially running beer over the county line. Im seeing drunks in the town square in Columbia and Hodgenville sitting on benches in front of the courthouse and inside the counter at Loys Merc, and when have you ever seen that before? Ruth and Martha both work at the hospital in Greensburg, but I ran into Clarice Baxter, and she said she saw in The Columbia Beacon where Ruth had been pulled over by the law for trying to cross the county line with a case of beer in her trunk. Shes in jail! Ruth Abrell! Shell never lift a finger as a nurse again. I dont know. I want to help, but I dont want to see the molasses business go down. I feel like if I could do more, I could make more, and maybe make life easier on a few people in the process.


  Lord! Ezarene said. Youre chattering like a June bug. It been awhile since you seen another human being, Mercy Grace? The two laughed, hugged again, briefly, and Mercy Grace motioned for help with the syrup.


  I heard you was at one of the big automotive plants, Mercy Grace said. That doesnt really sound like you. What kind of work were you doing?


  Ezarene shook her head, Not fitting people for suits and dresses like Id hoped. Not designing clothes for a big fashion magazine. Guess I shouldnt have gone to Louisville if thats what I wanted to do. Those jobs belong to glam girls, not hill transplants. I could have gotten hired as a seamstress in a laundry, but—ugh. Soon as the last flight left Saigon, they laid a bunch of us off. Not two weeks after Id been promoted from engine mounts to ratcheting door panels onto pickups. No more hanging inside the hood by my belt and more pay. Eight oclock shift instead of six a.m. Bankers hours. Two weeks of vacation went up to three.


  After six years, Mercy Grace said.


  After six years. But it was a hell of a lot better than some women were doing up there. Ive heard stories about the meat plants. Id rather shovel hog manure than turn hog dongs into phony baloney and call it meat.


  No kidding.


  No kidding. Ill never in my life eat another sausage that didnt come off the farm.


  Mercy Grace couldnt imagine laboring according to another persons idea of what work hours might be. Her clock was in time with the animals. Her father and mother had arisen at four in the morning every day of the year, and she had hated more than anything being pulled day after day from a warm bed when it was still dark and having to go with her father to the milking barn before she had breakfast. When Mercy Grace took control of the farm after her fathers death, she pushed feeding and milking time back fifteen minutes a day, suffering through the bawling of a half-dozen milk cows, until eventually it was the roosters who awakened the entire population of Cabin Branch Holler at Pettys Fork Creek at the first rosy shimmer of dawn. Everybody ate early in summer. Everybody ate late in winter. It meant she had to race through the creek to meet the Grade A dairy truck by seven-thirty in the dark time of year, but she didnt care. A new thing called Daylight Savings Time helped, as did the four-thirteen engine in her pickup truck.


  Nor could she imagine a boss handing her a paycheck for doing. Work and cash were not two things that often connected themselves to each other in her life. Work was its own reward. Cash-in-hand came and went with the seasons, excluding what she had buried.


  Christmas two years prior, Mercy Grace had taken some of that buried cash and bought herself a telescope from a mail-order catalog. In the summer, to help keep kids out of trouble, the high school had some kind of function every Saturday night. Once a month it was a star-gazing party, and the science department at Cumberland Basin College brought the astronomy programs big telescopes out on the playground and taught people how to use them. Mercy Grace was so completely taken in by what she saw through the lenses, the way those shining spots in the galaxy made her feel small but lucky and, in a single glimpse, helped her to see her worries as just about the same size in the span of a life, that she wanted to make certain the star party became a tradition. She felt it gave people context and at the same time let them off the hook. She read all she could find, refreshed herself on what her grandparents had taught her about the constellations and the planets, and they had taught her much, because they farmed by the moon, as did most people in Adair County. That next year, on the third Saturday of every month, starting in June when school was out, she hauled her telescope to the high school, to loan it to the night, and joined the group of professors and science teachers to share with those young people what she knew. Weeknights, she studied the sky from her porch. Often on those Saturday evenings shed talk to somebody just back from Nam. People happy to be alive. Boys tipping their grandpas flat glass flasks. Boys who four years ago or three or two or even one had been sneaking behind the family barn to dip chewing tobacco or roll a cigarette.


  All of this she explained to Ezarene, who had tripped over the telescope as she came from the front room to the porch.


  If I didnt get you before, I sure dont get you now, Mercy Grace. I really dont, Ezarene said, stirring a sugar cube into her tea. You could have any man you want to help you maintain this place, if you lost a few pounds and washed the manure off your boots more often than twice a year, but you settle for squinting at the sky with a bunch of kids.


  Mercy Grace did her best not to grit her teeth, which resulted in her hand tremoring enough to splash tea into her saucer. Judge not lest ye be judged, her mothers favorite saying. Ezarene Joanna Campbell. Its the 1970s. Even in Adair County, Kentucky, I have a right to do as I please. As I just told you, Im not after a man, and I like the size of myself just fine. Youre pissed off because you dont want to be back here. You got a taste for town, thats clear. Aint nobody blaming you for it, but dont take it out on us poor little ol unschooled hillbillies.


  Ezarene turned her head and stared off in the direction of the barn. The humidity rose visibly from the rows of a checkerboard patch of young tobacco growing in Cabin Branchs flood bottom between the house and the creek. The big black oak had held a tire swing since the invention of tires. Three generations had launched themselves into the summer blue Kentucky sky. Mercy Grace at night would sit on the porch and imagine the parents and grands and great-grands who had pushed her and Donald Dale and decades of cousins squealing with delight and freedom.


  Suppose that tires dry-rotted, dont you reckon? Ezarene asked.


  E-Z, you think I dont know enough to switch out a dry-rotted tire from a rope swing every now and again? You think I dont care enough about my young second cousins than to put them at risk out of laziness?


  Well, what do you want from me, Mercy Grace? Its not you whos out of a job. Its not you who kissed dead goodbyes to every single one of your high school boyfriends. Goddam war screwed up life for us all and for good.


  Huh. Well, let me remind you that, first-off, I had better things to do in high school than to chase after buckets of boys. Second, E-Z, let me further remind you that this is my porch swing you are sitting on and my hand-grown and hand-picked mint tea you are drinking. You showed up at my homestead for the first time ever in your adult life, not the other way around. Not that Im not glad to see you, because I am, but I still as yet have no idea why you are here, beyond needing a room. Why are you really here? I mean, I know you must have gotten a bit of severance pay. Enough, Im guessing, to set you up in all kinds of places your daddy cant get to. Im only fifteen miles of dirt road and a half-mile of slate-bottomed creek bed away from him.


  Ezarene turned to face Mercy Grace, reached a hand to forearm.


  And for your information, Mercy Grace continued, I went to every damned funeral there was and kept a scrapbook of obituaries out of The Columbia Beacon and the little folded funeral home programs with their little gold praying hands on front. Every. One. And sometimes I was just about the only person there. Nobody goes to a poor mans funeral. But I said goodbye to every dead boy from this county. And there were plenty of them, let me tell you. One and two and sometimes three funerals a week. All colors, shapes, and sizes, and all of them practically babies. I hugged people Ive never seen before and wept and broke bread in houses tucked into parts of this county I didnt know had places to tuck. I wore out half a dozen church dresses.


  What happened with you and Torrence anyway? Your daddy didnt skip a beat, did he, about you going with negroes, Ezarene said.


  Watch your tongue, woman. Dont forget yourself. One. I loved one boy in my life—period, Mercy Grace said, and he was not a so-called negro. You say it like he was a breed of houseplant. He was smart and funny and he made it okay for me to dream and have plans. He made me see the value in books. He was a person, flesh and blood, a man but still also a boy, and at least I didnt go around hiding it the way you and your mother did. Honey, I love you, and your mama is fine people, she is fine people, and she and me have shared many meals, and everybody in the county loves her, but she does her best to stay covered up and out of the sun, and you know it. That fact alone should have taught you better than to talk about a person according to the hue of their skin. I said that to Pastor Bob the other day. He said he had no prejudice against me and my actions, but that people still bring it up from time to time. I said bring what up? He said, The fact that you dated a negro. He told me like he was proud of himself because he said he puts people kindly and gently in their place about the subject.


  I said, Pastor Bob, you dont see where youre being every bit a racist, same as those people are being? He said, No, and I let him have it. I said, There is no kind and gentle about it. You tell people in no uncertain terms that Torrence Harlan was a young man. Now hes a dead young man, and he died in a war that you and your conservative bunch kept voting in. You tell them that, Pastor Bob, and if you do, on every Murrell and Hadley grave in this county, I will start coming to church.


  All right, all right. Enough with the lecture. I dont see whats wrong with the word. Its a step up from what Ive been hearing all my life about my mother. But I hear you. But what did Pastor Bob say?


  He said, Mercy Grace, God and Torrence both would show up for supper if you ever came to church, and the two laughed.


  I saw him in the ground, E-Z, Mercy Grace said. He was drafted in July just after our graduation and dead by November. You and the others were long gone. Torrence. Ill never forget him. I still have a stack of books he gave me. But Ill tell you something else you dont know. Standing by that coffin with that flag on top, I had his baby in me. That baby left my body before I could get back home from the graveside service. I started cramping during the gun salute. Little boy. Came out of me in the creek. I had to stop the truck and get out. No bigger than that teacup. Came falling out from under my dress onto a gravel bar. I didnt wear any underwear to the funeral. It was my secret way of flipping the bird at all the machine-people who bring war about. I hope to goodness I never again feel that kind of pain, in my gut or between my legs or in my heart. Guess the little boy didnt want to be born into a world that kept him from having a daddy.


  Law, Mercy Grace. Im sorry to hell. I couldnt have known. Im sorry, Hon. Something in the water down here sometimes, I swear. Makes people say stupid, do stupid. Maybe its the hollers. Maybe people dont get enough sun.


  Get enough sun in Louisville, do you? Because you aint been home long enough to get Adair County stupid.


  Ezarene laughed. No, she said. No, I guess I havent. People talked about it, you know, how many boys came from backwoods counties when compared to the number from cities. Poor people fight wars, they said. People said thats just the way it is.


  Folks around here said the same thing. We tried to get the newspaper interested in investigating, but they never did. A reporter from one of the Louisville papers told me it was just the law of averages. I asked him what kind of math he took in school that thirty-eight dead boys out of thirteen thousand people in this county is the same ratio as a few hundred out of three hundred thousand, which is the case in Louisville and Jefferson County. I looked it up. Maybe its true, all those city boys sidestepping the draft on account of being in college. Or leaving for Canada. Mercy Grace wiped tears from her face. Ezarene, you can sling a hammer. I know you can. You want to build a bunkhouse?


  Ezarene stared off again in the direction of the barn. Youll have to put plumbing in, she said. County wont stand for open-pit shitters anymore. How you going to hoist trusses?


  Block and tackle, Brainiac, Mercy Grace said. Old Danny will help us. Hes smart enough to know how and when to stand still. I can rent a backhoe. Put in a septic. Might decide to hook it up to my house, too. Can you believe it? It is 1975, and I have lived my entire life with a two-seater.


  Ezarene shook her head and began to laugh again. Yeah, but you at least buy toilet paper now, dont you? No more catalog pages? Mercy Grace, behind your back in school people were calling you The Girl Most Likely to Stay the Same. Of course, I can believe it.


  Well, Ill be, Mercy Grace said. Trust me, behind my back is a gross exaggeration, but Im taking that as yes. So, youll help me? Ill give you a bed and feed you. I believe I told you a fib. It just hit me that Ive got a touch of Wesley McCluskeys apple cordial left over from last Christmas in the old stone room. Seal it with a toast?


  I hate Wesleys apple cordial, but yes. Its five oclock somewhere, Miss Hadley.


  E-Z, Mercy Grace said, Ill grant you the point.


  You know you could convert molasses into shine, dont you? Ezarene said. They do it down in Jamaica. You can make your own bootleg rum. And maple syrup. They make it out of maple syrup. People make liquor out of just about anything, Ive learned. I knew a boy in Louisville who made it out of ripe cherries. Youd be rich enough for indoor plumbing.


  Im already rich enough for indoor plumbing, Mercy Grace said. Havent you heard the stories? But if I spent it, I wouldnt have the money anymore, now would I?


  Mercy Grace gave Ezarene a bit of instruction on the telescope, pointing out the risen half-moon, a faded scrap of image framed by the young black oak and sugar tree, which she had planted when her parents each died, a kind of repetition, an echo, to remind herself how long her people had been working this place, and how much of their capability lived in her bones. The
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