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The Ballad of Molly McGee

The rocking chair on the wood porch; the fired clay cup with the strong tea so hot Judith had to move it from thigh to thigh as she rocked. The rain coming down on the far peas of the mountains; the black colt frolicking in the meadow. A moment’s peace.

She thought back to when her husband, Steven, had been with her still; he had passed at age fifty-five, leaving her on her own for a terrible long time. Her sweetheart. She still missed him, not with a widow's grief of not knowing what was ahead of her, how she would live or eat, but with the grief of an old friend, two spirits bickering through life's journeys, happier to fuss at each other than to spend their lives in perfect bliss with another.

She wished she could tell him about her day.

It had been a long one, full of trouble, not least of which had been…

***

…the blood and other fluids mingled on her hands; the awful dread of seeing the motionless, stinking babe. The blue skin, the cord wound three times around her neck like evil wishes. The mother, her granddaughter Molly, shrieking madness: “Kill her, let her smother, kill her, drown her like a kitten in the stream, put her in a bag with a stone, throw her off the side of the mountain!”

“Hush,” Judith said, tears in her eyes. Not that that did any good. Molly boiled over with hate, but it was hate that had been used too often already; it did little more than make the air steam and the windows groan. 

Meanwhile Judith unwound the cord from the still body. The babe felt heavy, like a stone. She cleared the babe’s throat as best she could with a finger, lay her on the seat of the folding chair, and gave her the first breath. 

I’ll be your mother, she promised the babe. No matter where you are, with this breath you’ll always be mine.

The air hissed out. Judith breathed for her again, making her belly inflate. 

The babe coughed weakly, then sucked in another breath. It was like feeding a fire. In a second she was spitting and choking, offended at the sheer work of living. Judith, shaking with relief, cut and tied her cord, cleaned her, and wrapped her tight in a cotton cloth that was soft as silk. It had been bleached so often that the old pattern of flowers was nothing more than a ghost in the fabric.

There being only the one bed in the one-room cabin (covered with a waterproof liner under the sheets; someone was no fool), she lay the babe on the clean pine floor so she could finish up on Molly. It was warm enough in the cabin, in fact it was steaming hot from all the cursing Molly had been doing. It was a tight little cabin with the windows and door closed, and the stink of fresh childbirth made Judith's eyes water.

The babe kicked her legs free of the blanket, then wept at the harshness of the air on her reddened skin: an angry one. 

Molly gave up the afterbirth in the middle of another curse against the child. Judith counted ten but still found herself still wishing to take the pillow and put it over the new mother’s face until she learnt to be quiet. At least the babe had the excuse of not knowing any better.

With the shouts of both mother and daughter echoing in her ears, Judith sewed up the bloody tears with clean suture thread, the kind that would dissolve in a few weeks so she wouldn’t have to pull it back out again. Even as annoyed as she was, she chanted a few healing words as she sewed. They were well-worn words, not the most powerful she had left, but still. 

Words of love could wear out; curses always wore out, but words of healing labored onward in their slow, plodding way, not doing much but doing something at least.

Judith had no doubt that Molly McGee, as much as she had been cursing, still had some good unused curses left. She could have cursed the cabin off the side of the mountain, that's how good her curses could get. As much hate as she was spewing, she was still holding back. 

Molly had come to Judith in drunkenness this midmorning, banging against the door of the shop with her fist so hard it made the sleigh bells jingle on the other side of the glass. Judith had excused herself from a strained conversation with a tourist, a woman who asked a thousand questions about the leather purses but who clearly wasn’t going to buy anything. 

She opened the door to her granddaughter. “Yes, my dear?”

“It’s time, damn you,” Molly shouted. “Don’t yes my dear me. It’s time.”

And then she had cursed, a curse that rattled the windows and whipped an entire tableful of felt and leather hats all over the room.

The customer made a mousey squeak of terror and fled. Judith had allowed herself a nasty chuckle.

Then she had closed up the shop for the day—family emergency—and loaded Molly into her SUV. The entire back of the vehicle was packed with plastic drawers bolted to the walls, each small drawer containing a twist of herbs or a small beaded charm tied up with good words, solid words like hearthstone and simmer. Molly bit her tongue to restrain her curses as they fought through the weekend traffic and up into the mountains. Of course it would have to be on a Saturday. Finally they left the highways behind and were bumbling along the overgrown path leading out to the cabin.

The cabin stood near the top of a meadow, along the edge of the trees. The farmer who lived in the old Victorian clapboard-and-stone house at the bottom of the meadow had seen them coming, waited until the SUV had turned onto the cabin's driveway, and had roared downhill in his big black pickup truck with side mirrors like bull’s horns. She would meet him in the mining town down the hill when it was done, all done, down to the last stain of blood and the last whisper of a curse cleaned out of the boards of the little old cabin, and pay him his due. His dust had left a brown smudge on the mountain.

She had parked the SUV, then helped Molly out and up the path to the door. At eighty, she could still be considered “spry for her age.”

The door opened of its own accord, with a creak and a scrape on the floor; the spiders had fled, taking their webs with them. The bed was made, the power on, and the water in the coffee urn on the shelf under the window boiling hot. Clean white towels in a basket by the bed. A folding chair sat at the foot. Bright steel tools laid out on clean towel on a dresser at the head of the bed.

The only thing he’d forgotten was a place for the babe, and a swaddling-cloth. She of course had brought her own. Each thread held the words of a song, the kind that you might sing as you rocked a little one to sleep.

Molly McGee continued to shriek. Molly McGee would as soon stop breathing as calm her tongue. The windows rattled, from the outside in this time. 

The sky outside the dirty windows was clear—but it had begun to storm.

***

Judith first heard the Ballad of Molly McGee fifteen years later. How Molly had met with her lover at the top of Bell’s Mountain, and that same day the mines had collapsed, taking her husband and forty-three other souls with him. How she had known her lover’s true nature by the specks of gold in his eyes. How nine months later, she had given birth to a daughter, the child of the spirit of Bell’s Mountain.

It was at a metaphysical fair down in the foothills. They’d just legalized marijuana a few years ago, and the air was thick with the sickly sweet rebellion of it. The song was played (poorly) by a damn busker sitting on her corner. 

 

To the man in black with the face of stone

She said I’ll tear you bone from bone

But he was the spirit of Bell’s Mountain,

And he had reason to fear the curses of none.

 

Molly McGee I know your heart’s broke

But don’t curse down the mountain and break up the sky

My son and husband are in the mines down below,

And they’re all that I know how to love.

 

When he was done, the boy (with tears in his eyes) announced to
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