
  [image: Cover]


  KNUCKLES AND TALES


  By Nancy A. Collins


  [image: ]


  A Macabre Ink Production


  Macabre Ink is an imprint of Crossroad Press


  Digital Edition published by Crossroad Press


  Smashwords edition published at Smashwords by Crossroad Press



  Digital Edition Copyright 2016 by Nancy A. Collins


  LICENSE NOTES


  This eBook is licensed for your personal enjoyment only. This eBook may not be re-sold or given away to other people. If you would like to share this book with another person, please purchase an additional copy for each person you share it with. If you’re reading this book and did not purchase it, or it was not purchased for your use only, then you should return to the vendor of your choice and purchase your own copy. Thank you for respecting the hard work of this author.


  Meet the Author


  [image: ]


  Nancy A. Collins is a United States horror fiction writer best known for her series of vampire novels featuring her character Sonja Blue. Collins has also written for comic books, including the Swamp Thing series, Jason Vs. Leatherface, Predator: Hell Come A Walkin and her own one-shot Dhampire: Stillborn.


  Collins was born in McGehee, Arkansas, United States. She lived in New Orleans, Louisiana in the 1980s; after time in New York City and Atlanta, Georgia she settled in Wilmington, North Carolina in the late 2000s.


  Collins has written twenty novels since 1989, many of which refer to and directly include races of creatures the author calls Pretenders, monsters from myth and legend passing as human to better hunt their prey.


  Collins has also written a number of highly acclaimed Southern Gothic short stories and novellas, most of which are set in Seven Devils, Arkansas, a highly fictionalized version of her hometown.


  Most recently, she has focused her attention onto the Golgotham urban fantasy series, published by Penguin. Golgotham is the 'supernatural' ghetto of New York City, where creatures from myth and folklore—including witches, shapeshifters, leprechauns and centaurs—live and work in uneasy alliance with mankind.


  Bibliography


  Sonja Blue Series


  Sunglasses After Dark


  In the Blood


  Paint It Black


  A Dozen Black Roses


  The Darkest Heart


  Dead Roses for a Blue Lady


  Search and Destroy


  Vamps Series


  Vamps


  Night Life


  After Dark


  Golgotham Series


  Right Hand Magic


  Left Hand Magic


  Magic and Loss


  Other Books


  Angels on Fire


  Avenue X: And Other Dark Streets


  Cold Turkey: A Sonja Blue Novella


  Dead Man’s Hand: Five Tales of the Weird West


  Lynch


  Return to Hell House


  Tempter


  The Pumpkin Child


  Vampire King of the Goth Chicks


  Walking Wolf: A Weird Western


  DISCOVER CROSSROAD PRESS


  Visit us online


  Check out our blog and


  Subscribe to our Newsletter for the latest Crossroad Press News


  Find and follow us on Facebook


  Join our group at Goodreads


  [image: ]


  We hope you enjoy this eBook and will seek out other books published by Crossroad Press. We strive to make our eBooks as free of errors as possible, but on occasion some make it into the final product. If you spot any problems, please contact us at publisher@crossroadpress.com and notify us of what you found. We’ll make the necessary corrections and republish the book. We’ll also ensure you get the updated version of the eBook.


  If you’d like to be notified of new Crossroad Press titles when they are published, please send an email to publisher@crossroadpress.com and ask to be added to our mailing list.


  If you have a moment, the author would appreciate you taking the time to leave a review for this book at whatever retailer’s site from which you purchased it.


  Thank you for your assistance and your support of the authors published by Crossroad Press.


  Previous Publication History


  “I’m Gonna Send You Back to Arkansaw” – Original to this collection, copyright Nancy A. Collins, 2001


  “The Sunday-Go-To-Meeting Jaw” – originally published in Confederacy of the Dead (Roc), copyright Nancy A. Collins, 1993


  “Seven Devils” – originally published in Thrillers (CD Publications), copyright Nancy A. Collins, 1994


  “How It Was With the Kraits” – originally published in Cold Blood (Ziesing Books), copyright Nancy A. Collins, 1991


  “The Pumpkin Child” – original to this collection, copyright Nancy A. Collins, 2001


  “Raymond” – originally published in The Ultimate Werewolf (Dell), copyright Nancy A. Collins, 1991


  “Down in the Hole” – originally published in More Phobias (Pocket Books), copyright Nancy A. Collins, 1995


  “The Serpent Queen” – originally published in Strange Attractions (Bereshith/Shadowlands Press), copyright Nancy A. Collins, 2000


  “Junior Teeter and the Bad Shine” – Original To This Collection, copyright Nancy A. Collins, 2001


  “The Two-Headed Man” – originally published in Pulphouse #9, copyright Nancy A. Collins, 1990


  “The Killer” – originally published in Thrillers (CD Publications), copyright Nancy A. Collins, 1993


  “Cancer Alley” – originally published in The Earth Strikes Back (Zeising Books), copyright Nancy A. Collins, 1994


  “The Worst Thing in the World” – original to this collection, copyright Nancy A. Collins, 2001


  “Catfish Gal Blues” – originally published in 999 (Avon), copyright Nancy A. Collins, 1999


  “Big Easy” – original to this collection, copyright Nancy A. Collins, 2001


  “Billy Fearless” – originally published in Ruby Slippers, Golden Tears, copyright Nancy A. Collins, 1995


  CONTENTS


  I’m Gonna Send You Back to Arkansaw


  The Sunday-Go-To-Meeting Jaw


  Seven Devils


  How It Was With the Kraits


  The Pumpkin Child


  Raymond


  Down in the Hole


  The Serpent Queen


  Junior Teeter and the Bad Shine


  The Two-Headed Man


  The Killer


  Cancer Alley


  The Worst Thing in the World


  Catfish Gal Blues


  Big Easy


  Billy Fearless


  I’m Gonna Send You Back to Arkansaw


  An Introduction by Nancy A. Collins


  It took me the better part of my life to finally stop being ashamed of my heritage. I don’t mean my genetic background, which is largely Anglo-Scots-Irish with the occasional dollop of French and American Indian for flavor. I’m talking about where I’m from, not who I am, although, on a certain level, the two are inextricably intertwined. No, my secret shame lay in geography, not genetics.


  I am a third generation Arkansan, or, if you prefer the antique spelling, Arkansawyer. I grew up in the part of the state known as the Ark-La-Miss; those counties located in the far southeastern corner, in the very heart of the Mississippi delta, near the borders of Louisiana and Mississippi.


  I remember the day in third grade when the teacher announced to the class that the “official” spelling of our home state was ‘Arkansas’. Up to that point, ‘Arkansaw’ was a legitimate alternative. Either way you spell it, I am an Arkie, born and bred. And for most of my conscious life, I felt like I had to beg pardon for that fact. This shame did not originate within me, but was instilled from without.


  I grew up in a couple of small rural communities where the local economy revolved around what was referred to as ‘agri-business’ and the railroad switching yard. Like my parents before me, my only connection to the culture at large was through the mass media. However, where my mama and daddy only had radio and the movies, I had the television.


  To my young mind there was little to differentiate the news and the TV shows from one another; both occurred in foreign places far removed from the world I knew and involved people I did not personally know. I was in the second grade before it occurred to me that the war the newscasters were talking about on the evening news was going on in Vietnam, not the Germany of Combat and Twelve O’Clock High.


  Like all children, television showed me worlds and lifestyles I could never have known in a small, relatively isolated farming community. But like Hispanic, African-American and Asian-American children, I hungered to see something of the world I was familiar with, people and things I could relate to. When I looked to the magic mirror of television, hoping to glimpse a reflection of myself and my family and the lives we lead, all I saw was programs like The Andy Griffith Show, The Real McCoys, The Beverly Hillbillies, Green Acres, Petit Coat Junction, and Hee-Haw.


  While there was a recognizable likeness of my world in the fictitious Mayberry and, to a lesser extent, the eccentric farm-folk of Hooterville, for the most part Southerners, and Arkansans in particular, were represented as figure of burlesque: ignorant, raw-boned hillbillies who ate road kill. Jethro Bodine, a flesh-and-blood Li’l Abner minus the social commentary, was as much a symbol of the state in the eyes of others as the University of Arkansas Razorback.


  The Southerners of the silver screen weren’t much better, either, although there was far more variation, from the realistic milieus of To Kill A Mockingbird and Thunder Road, the Southern Gothic opera of A Streetcar Named Desire, and Grand Guignol of Hush, Hush Sweet Charlotte, to such exploitation/ action movies such as Deliverance and Southern Comfort.


  According to the popular culture, Southerners were either slack-jawed hicks, murderous rednecks, corrupt sheriffs, faint-hearted Southern belles, effete alcoholic gentry, or indolent hillbillies snoozing on their ramshackle front porches with a jug tucked in one arm and a pig under the other. It was also a foregone conclusion that none of us wore shoes, had indoor plumbing, and that we all held a grudge about the Civil War.


  If being a Southerner wasn’t embarrassing enough, being from Arkansas was adding insult to injury. Although Arkansas was a part of the Confederacy, it wasn’t home to any noteworthy battles, save for Pea Ridge, which couldn’t hold a candle to Manassas or Gettysburg, and Missouri claimed the Ozark skirmishes between Union forces and rebel guerilla bands such as Quantrill’s Raiders and Bloody Bill Anderson.


  As tenuous a source of pride the state’s past may have provided, its present was nothing to crow about, what with Arkansas perennially hovering in the second-or-third-to-last spots for public education, literacy, and high school graduations. (The standard, half-joking, response of native Arkansans when faced with such depressing statistics has traditionally been: ‘Thank God for Mississippi!’) The statistics for teen-aged pregnancies and alcoholism in the state during my youth were as high as the illiteracy rates, and in the late 1970s Arkansas had the dubious distinction of being the Unmarried Teenage Mother Capital of the United States.


  While I was growing up, Arkansas’ favorite sons were Buddy Ebsen, Johnny Cash, Conway Twitty, Charlie Rich, Glen Campbell, Dizzy & Daffy Dean, Lou Brock, and Meadowlark Lemmon. Save for The Man In Black, there wasn’t a thimble full of cool to be found.


  There wasn’t much a young girl, yearning to someday become a writer, could look to for inspiration. It wasn’t until I was much older, and had moved way, that I learned that Levon Helm hailed from my home state, as well as such literary and publishing mavens as Charles Portis (True Grit), Helen Gurley Brown (Cosmopolitan), Maya Angelou (I Know Why The Sweet Bird Sings), James Bridges (The Paper Chase, The China Syndrome, and Urban Cowboy), Ellen Gilchrist, John H. Johnson (publisher of Jet & Ebony) and Dee Alexander Brown (Bury My Heart At Wounded Knee). I guess literary achievements weren’t considered as important to state pride as playing the Grand Ole Opry or making the Baseball Hall of Fame (not that there’s anything wrong with either of those).


  Both my parents and grandparents were proud of their Southern heritage, even though the only reason my mother’s family ended up in Arkansas was because my Great-Grandfather Willoughby got drunk on a trip from Illinois to New Orleans and threw all the deck chairs off the river boat and was put out at the first port of call. They tried their best to instill a sense of history in my siblings and I, and to a great extent they succeeded.


  But the Mass Media is in constant competition for a child’s mind and attention, which was as true then as it is now, and for every lesson in regional pride I received there were numerous movies and television shows telling me that being from the South was either laughably square or something approaching Original Sin.


  As I grew up and ventured outside the humble environs of my birth, I found myself experiencing a strange form of discrimination. In this day and age of Political Correctness, where the celebration of Mother’s Day can be banned from a private day school for fear of insulting those children who might not have a traditional mother, apparently the only ethnic group it’s still okay to ridicule and make fun is the Southerner, and White Southerners in particular.


  Many of those hailing from the Northern states were surprised to learn that someone as educated and well spoken as myself was not only from the South, but a product of Arkansas in particular. I can not begin to count the number of times some ‘Yankee’ (as my Grandma would put it), upon learning where I was from, would smirk and say something along the line of: “So, they were shoes where you-all live?” Or, even better: “That means you’re white trash, huh?”


  Such was my pre-programmed shame of being an Arkansan, it took the better part of a decade for me to stop apologizing for where my parents had chosen to birth me and start getting uppity. Sometimes you have to run away from home in order to appreciate it. After I graduated from high school, I was desperate to shake the dust of my hometown off my heels and get out into the big, wide world I had glimpsed inside the TV set.


  However, once I did some traveling, I discovered that the South did not have a monopoly on hicks, rednecks, racists, crackers, good ole boys, hillbillies, peckerwoods and trailer trash. And the more I get to see of the rest of America, with its suburban sprawl and food court culture, the more I have come to appreciate my upbringing in a small rural community. Unfortunately, another of Arkansas’ favorite sons proved to be the evil genius who unleashed Wal-Mart, first on his home state, then on the rest of the country, where it has effectively gutted and killed small towns like the ones I grew up in.


  It was about that time I began writing the first of my Southern Gothic stories. In my own way I am trying to put down on paper memories of a way of life that was disappearing even as I lived it. The world of my childhood, with both its good points and bad, has all but vanished, and what little still remains is dwindling with each passing day. There is an urgency to try and place on paper a time and a place that, in many ways, seems as ancient and removed from the reality of modern-day America as the flickering images seen in Depression-era newsreels.


  There is a kernel of reality lodged in the heart of most of the stories you will find in this collection. The Sunday-Go-T-Meeting Jaw was inspired by my Great-Grandfather Collins, who served in the First Alabama Volunteer Militia and had most of his lower jaw blown off during the Civil War, which forced him to wear a wooden prosthetic. How It Was With the Kraits was based on an actual mother-and-son team who lived in our town. Raymond was sparked by my memories of an old classmate of mine who was, indeed, lobotomized and then was dumped back into the hell of junior high school. The Pumpkin Child took seed from fond memories of my Grandfather Willoughby’s annual ritual of taking the family out to select jack o’lanterns from the huge pumpkin patch behind the shack of an ancient African-American man who claimed to have been born a slave, and the old Caddo burial mound that was located on our family farm. Junior Teeter and the Bad Shine is based on a horrific moonshine party gone wrong my father had to deal with during his stint as a Deputy Sheriff. Catfish Gal Blues was born from the countless Sunday afternoons my father drove us out to the levee to look at the Mississippi. Billy Fearless is set in the Kentucky of my Grandmother Willoughby’s ancestry. And the McQuistion Sisters who appear in various guises throughout these stories were real women—a trio of spinster schoolteachers who lived next door to my family for several years and whose collective age was greater than that of the United States at its Bicentennial.


  It’s taken me a long time, but I’m no longer ashamed of being from Arkansas, even though the Clinton administration often put my resolve to the test more than once. But you are what you are, and part of what makes you who you are is where you’ve been. I haven’t lived in the state since 1980, and I’ve resided in numerous places throughout the country in the last 21 years. But Arkansas has placed its mark on me. You can hear it in my voice, my vocabulary, even my sense of humor. Arkansas is in my blood.


  But it will always be Arkansaw in my heart.


  Nancy A. Collins


  May 13, 2001


  Atlanta, GA


  The Sunday-Go-To-Meeting Jaw


  The hungry man squatted in the shadows of the tree-line marking the boundary of Killigrew land, staring at the back of the house. His hot, blood-shot eyes followed the handful of chickens scratching haphazardly in the dirt. Although he had not eaten in three days, the chickens had nothing to fear from him. His hunger could no longer be appeased in such a simple fashion.


  He hugged his bony knees with broomstick arms and studied the faded lace curtains that hung in the long, narrow windows of the two-story clapboard house. He stiffened as he caught a glimpse of a woman, dressed in black. He began to sweat and shiver at the same time. Had the fever come back? Or was it something else this time?


  The back door slammed open and an elderly Negro woman, her head wrapped in a worn kerchief, stepped out on the porch, drying her wrinkled hands on a voluminous apron that hung all the way down to her ankles. After studying the coming twilight, the old woman descended the stairs and hobbled toward the small, neatly kept shotgun cabin located closest to the house. Judging by the deserted look of the rest of the half-dozen slave quarters scattered about the property, the old mammy was the only remaining servant on the place.


  It was getting dark. The family inside the house was no-doubt gathered around the dinner table. If he was going to do what he planned, he’d have to move from his hiding place soon. The starving man’s stomach tightened even further.


  Hester Killigrew pushed the food on her plate with her fork. Collard greens, roast sweet potatoes, and corn pone. Again. White Trash food. Nigger food. Least that’s what Fanny Walchansky said.


  Fanny’s father, Mr. Walchansky, owned the dry goods store in Seven Devils. He was one of a handful of merchants who had benefited from the arrival of the railroad in Seven Devils last year. The Walchansky family was very well-to-do, as Fanny was fond of pointing out to anyone within earshot. Hester could just imagine what Fanny would have to say if she discovered the Killigrews took their meals in the kitchen instead of the dining room.


  Hester looked at her mother, seated at the head of the table, then at her little brother, Francis, who was busy shoveling food into his rosebud mouth. Francis was only two and a half and couldn’t remember how it’d been before the war. Back when there’d been more than just Mammy Joella to see to them. Back when they ate in the dining room every day on proper china.


  Hester knew better to complain about their situation. It was sure to make her mother scold her or, worse, burst into tears. Hester realized they weren’t as bad off as other folks in Choctaw County. They still had a roof over their heads and ate on a regular basis. There wasn’t as much red meat as before, and they had a goat for milk instead of a cow, but there were plenty of chickens and eggs. She remembered how Old Man Stackpole up the road sat in his big old empty mansion until he went crazy and set it on fire before shooting himself in the head. Maybe he got sick of eating greens and corn pone all the time, too.


  There was a knock on the back door. Since Mammy Joella had gone back to her cabin for the night, Mama answered it herself. Hester craned her neck to see around her mother’s skirts. A tall, thin raggedy man stood on the stoop, his hair long and grimy. He looked—and smelled—like he hadn’t washed in weeks. For some reason Hester was reminded of the nutcracker soldier she’d seen in the window of Walchansky’s Dry Goods that past Christmas.


  “If you want work, I don’t have any to give you—and no money to pay you with, if I did.” Penelope Killigrew said tersely. In the year since the war had ended, ragged, hungry strangers looking for food or temporary work were a common occurrence in the South. Most were trying to make their way back home from whatever prisoner of war camp they had been set loose from. Others, however, were simply trouble looking for a place to happen.


  The stranger spoke in a slobbering voice that reminded Hester of the washerwoman down the road’s idiot son. “Nell—Don’t you know me?”


  Penelope Killigrew started to cry and shake her head ‘no’. Francis, who’d been happily crumbling corn pone with his pudgy little hands, looked up at the sound of his mother’s sobs.


  Hester thought the funny-looking stranger must have done something. She jumped from her chair and hurried to the door. “What did you do to my Mama?!?” she demanded angrily.


  Penelope Killigrew turned and grabbed her daughter by her shoulders. She was smiling and crying at the same time, like that time she wouldn’t put Francis down. Hester started to get scared. “It’s alright, honey! Everything’s going to be alright! Daddy’s come home!”


  Confused, Hester stared at the half-starved stranger dressed in the tatters of a Confederate uniform. He stared back, his rheumy eyes blinking constantly. Now that she had a good look at him, she realized why he’d reminded her of the nutcracker soldier.


  He had a wooden jaw.


  Hester slammed the door to her room as hard as she could. She didn’t care if it shook the whole house. She didn’t care if it knocked the house to the ground, for that matter. Mama had made her go to her room. Well, that was just fine! She could be just as mad as Mama!


  Mama had lost her temper when she refused to kiss the strange man. Hester didn’t care if she got switched for it later. She wasn’t going to kiss him! She didn’t care what Mama or anyone else might say!


  That man wasn’t her Daddy!


  Everyone kept insisting that Hester was too young to remember things from before the war. That was stupid. If she could remember their old dog, Red, why not Daddy? She certainly could remember the War—leastwise those occasions where it touched their lives. Hester didn’t know why Mama kept telling the Nutcracker she didn’t know any better. Maybe it made her feel comfortable about having a stranger in the house. But why did Mama have to pretend he was Daddy?


  Daddy was the handsomest man in Arkansaw. At least Choctaw County, anyway. He was big and strong, with shoulders like a bull. He had dark hair with deep blue eyes. He laughed a lot and had a charming smile. Even other men said so.


  Hester remembered how she used to sit on the floor in the parlor, playing with her rag doll, listening for the sound of his boots in the hall. Then he’d sweep her up in his arms, swinging her high in the air. Sometimes the top of her head brushed the chandelier and made the crystal drops shake and dance. It sounded just like angels singing. She’d squeal and giggle and Daddy would laugh too—the sound booming out of his chest like thunder. Mama didn’t approve of such tomfoolery, though. Hester supposed she was afraid they’d break the chandelier one day.


  Hester was six when Daddy went off to fight for President Davis. Mama cried a lot, but Daddy said it was something he had to do. Hester didn’t really understand what was going on at the time, but she thought Daddy looked handsome in his gray uniform. They all went down to Mr. Potter’s rotogravure palace in town and Daddy had his picture taken. Mama kept it in the family bible, pressed between the pages like a dried flower.


  Daddy left in 1861 to go help General Lyon fight General McCulloch at Oak Hills, near Missouri. He wrote letters every day and Mama would read them aloud in the parlor before going to bed. Mostly he wrote about how much he missed them and how bad the army food was, compared to Mama Joella’s cooking.


  In 1862 Daddy’s unit joined with General Van Dorn’s to keep the Yankees from pushing the Confederacy out of Missouri. That was Pea Ridge. The Confederates lost and the Yankees ended up marching all the way to Helena. Daddy came home for a visit after that. He was skinny and had a beard, but as far as Hester could tell he was still Daddy. He hugged her so hard she thought her ribs would bust. He smelled bad, but she pretended not to notice so he wouldn’t get hurt feelings. When Mama saw him she started to cry, but Daddy shook his head at her.


  “Hush, Nell. Not in front of the child.”


  He left two days later.


  Just before Christmas of that same year, Daddy fought with General Hindman at Prairie Grove. When they had to retreat to Fort Smith, Daddy was one of the men who didn’t desert. He kept writing home, but sometimes they didn’t get the letters until a long time after he mailed them. The last letter Daddy wrote, he said he was going with General Holmes to kick the Yankees out of Helena. That was 1863.


  They didn’t get news of what happened at Helena until a month or two later. Mama found out first. It was a ‘massacre’—that’s what Mama called it. Hester didn’t know what that meant at the time, but judging from how everyone was carrying on, she figured it had to be real bad. Mama cried a lot and carried Francis around and wouldn’t put him down or let Mammy Joella take him. Mammy Joella got upset and begged Mama to eat something, if not for herself, then for ‘the children’s sake’. All that did was make Mama cry even more.


  Things changed after that. Mama took to wearing black and made Hester wear it too, even though it was way too hot for it that time of year. Mama cut her hair real short and was sad all of the time. Although they never got an official notice from the army, she was convinced Daddy was dead—or as good as.


  Things at home got hard. Most of the slaves ran off when they heard about the proclamation Mr. Lincoln made. Not that Hester’s family had a lot of slaves to begin with. They had nowhere the number of Old Man Stackpole’s plantation up the road. The only one that stayed behind was Mammy Joella, who claimed she was too old to start someplace new.


  Mama sold off several parcels of Killigrew land to keep from being thrown out on the road. After General Lee surrendered, she sold almost all of her fancy dresses, saying she’d never have anything worth celebrating ever again. She also sold off the dining room set and the good china and silverware.


  All that was bad enough, and now this!


  At first Hester thought Mama was joking about the dirty, foul-smelling man being Daddy. Then Mammy Joella came out of her cabin to see what all the fuss was about. She took one look at the Nutcracker and gave a little scream like she’d just seen a ghost.


  “It’s Mister Ferris!”


  Mammy Joella helped Grandma Killigrew deliver Daddy, long time ago. She’d known Ferris Killigrew longer than anyone outside his family. But she was old and didn’t see or think as well as she used to. Everyone knew that.


  Penelope Killigrew sat on a chair in the kitchen, a clean towel folded in her lap, and silently watched Mammy Joella scrub the layers of filth from what was left of her husband.


  Ferris Killigrew, her husband of fifteen years and father of her two children, was, like Lazarus before him, back from the land of the dead he’d been so hurriedly consigned to. She felt guilty for having surrendered hope and resigned herself to widow’s weeds so prematurely. Perhaps that was why his unexpected return felt more like a rebuke than a miracle?


  Steam rose from the dented metal tub, wrapping the gaunt figure in a damp haze. His vertebrae stood out like the beads of a necklace. Penelope blinked the tears from her eyes and looked away.


  Mammy Joella moved purposefully about her former master, scrubbing his grayish skin and pouring warm water over his tangled hair, clucking under her tongue the whole time. Ferris Killigrew realized he should have undone the leather straps that held his jaw in place before bathing, but he was not ready to subject Nell to that yet. She’d had a bad enough shock as it was, what with him showing up unannounced on the back stoop. The smell of Mammy Joella’s skin and the touch of her calloused hands on his naked flesh reminded him of how she used to bathe him as a child.


  He was both surprised and disgusted by the hot tears rolling down his cheeks and how his sides shook and shuddered from the force of his sobs. He’d never cried in front of Nell before, not even when his mother died. He squeezed his eyes shut, too ashamed to look at his wife.


  Mammy Joella’s voice whispered in his ear. “Go head an’ cry, Mister Ferris. If anyone deserved a good ’un, it’s you.”


  Hester woke up when her mother screamed.


  Although it was dark, the moon outside her window cast a cold, dim light into the room. Hester lay on her bed and held her breath. What was happening? Was the house on fire? Had something happened to Francis?


  Then she remembered the Nutcracker and she leapt from her bed and hurried across the narrow hall to her mother’s room. She grabbed the doorknob but it refused to turn in her hand.


  Hester pounded her fists against the door, shrieking at the top of her lungs. “What are you doing to my mother? Leave her alone! Get out of our house! Get out! Go away! Leave us alone!”


  The door jerked open so quickly Hester nearly fell headfirst into the room. Penelope Killigrew stood in the doorway, her face white and tense—whether from anger or shock Hester could not tell.


  “Child, what are you doing up at this hour? Return to your room, immediately!”


  Hester could make out the rail-thin form of the Nutcracker seated on the edge of her parent’s bed, his face hidden by shadows. “But I heard you yell for help, Mama!”


  “Nonsense, child! You must have been having a bad dream.”


  “It wasn’t a dream! I heard you.” She scowled and pointed at the Nutcracker. “What’s he doing here, Mama?”


  Mrs. Killigrew frowned and glanced over her shoulder. Her grip tightened on the knob. “Come along, honey. Be quiet, or you’ll wake up Francis! I’ll tuck you back in bed,” she whispered, pulling the door shut behind her.


  “But Mama, you did scream! I heard you!” Hester protested as her mother herded her back into her room.


  “I told you to hush once already, child!” her mother hissed. “You’ll have the whole house up if you’re not careful!”


  Hester crawled into bed and looked into her mother’s face. “Is that man really Daddy?”


  “Yes, honey. It’s really him,” her mother said as she drew the quilt over her and smoothed it with trembling hands.


  “But why does he look so—funny?”


  Mrs. Killigrew took a deep breath, like a woman preparing to jump into a cold stream. “When your father went with General Holmes to try and chase the Yankees out of Helena, he ended up getting himself captured. They sent him to a camp somewhere up North, where they kept Confederate soldiers. He was in that place for over a year.


  “A couple of weeks before General Lee surrendered, your daddy lead a protest for more food and decent clothing for the prisoners. He got smashed in the face with a Yankee rifle butt for his trouble, and it got the gangrene. The Yankee doctors ended up cutting off his lower jaw to keep it from spreading. So they gave him a wooden one to replace it and let him go. He’s been working his way back home ever since.”


  “Is he going to stay here with us?”


  “Yes, darling. Forever and ever.”


  “Do people have to see him?”


  The slap was so sudden Hester had no time to react. Mrs. Killigrew spun on her heel without another word and slammed the door behind her, leaving her daughter alone in the dark.


  Hester lay in her bed, refusing to cry. She pressed her red, stinging cheek against Grandma Killigrew’s patchwork quilt and wondered what was wrong with grown-ups. She felt like she was trapped inside a bad dream and that she was the only one who knew she was asleep. It was like everyone was crazy but her. But maybe that was what being an adult was all about: believing things you know aren’t so.


  Like the Nutcracker being Daddy.


  Hester had seen the lie in her mother’s eyes, when she’d assured her that the Nutcracker was her father. Mama knew in her heart, just as Hester did, that whoever this gaunt scarecrow was, he most certainly wasn’t Ferris Killigrew. But why did Mama keep pretending otherwise?


  Penelope Killigrew stood shivering in the hallway.


  She shouldn’t have screamed like that, but she just couldn’t help herself. When Ferris exposed his wounds to her, she’d been so overwhelmed…


  Her relief at discovering her husband still alive had prevented her from realizing just how severe her husband’s mutilation really was. But now there was no turning away from the truth of it.


  The half-starved creature that had found its way back home was not the same man she once knew. The husband the war had returned to her was a mangled, incomplete copy of the one who had marched off to fight four years ago. But she owed it to the memory of the man she’d once adored to see to it that what was left of him be looked after and treated well. It was the least she could do.


  Hester was walking home from school when she caught sight of the wagon in her family’s front yard. As she drew closer, Hester recognized it as belonging to the man in town who bought used furniture; the same one who’d bought their old dining room set the year before.


  “Mama! Mama!” she called out. She hurried through the front door, nearly knocking down her mother, who was standing in the foyer with Francis resting on one hip.


  “Land’s sakes, child! What is it now?” she sighed.


  “What are these men doing here?” Hester demanded, pointing at the two laborers in the parlor. One of the men was laying blankets on the floor, while the second prepared a heavy wooden crate filled with excelsior.


  “They’ve come to haul off some furnishings I’ve sold to Mr. Mercer, that’s all.”


  “What are they taking this time?”


  “Don’t use that tone of voice with me, Hester Annabelle Killigrew!”


  Just then there was the sound of a hundred angels singing, and Hester spun around in time to see one of the packing men lower the crystal chandelier via the special pulley installed in the wall.


  “No! No! I won’t let you sell it!” shrieked Hester, throwing her books to the floor.


  “Hester! Hester, what’s gotten into you?!?” Penelope Killigrew gasped as her daughter propelled herself at the workman lowering the chandelier, hammering him with doubled fists. “I won’t let you take it! I won’t! I won’t!”


  “Hester!”


  The second workman grabbed the girl and pulled her away from his companion. He cast an anxious look over his shoulder at the child’s mother. “Maybe we ought to come round later, Miz Killigrew, after she’s calmed down some.”


  Penelope shook her head, her face livid. “You’ll do no such thing! You’ll take the chandelier with you, just as I promised Mr. Mercer! Now if you’ll kindly unhand my daughter…”


  The workman let go and Mrs. Killigrew snatched the girl by her left ear, twisting it viciously.


  “Mama! Owww! You’re hurting me!”


  “And you’re embarrassing me, young lady!” She hissed as she dragged Hester down the hall, away from Mr. Mercer’s hired men. “How dare you act such a way in front of strangers! People will think you were raised in a barn! I sold that chandelier to Mr. Mercer to help pay for your father’s needs! We have another mouth to feed, and it will be some time before your Daddy is well enough to contribute to the family’s welfare! Now, would you care to explain yourself, young lady, as to what brought on that outburst?”


  Hester shook her head, her tears finally catching up with her hurt. Francis, distressed by his older sister’s sobs, began to whimper.


  “Oh, don’t you start in as well!” Penelope groaned. “Hester, go to your room! I don’t want to see your face until suppertime! Is that clear?”


  Hester stormed up the stairs, clamping her hands over her ears to keep from hearing the chandelier’s angel-song as it was packed away. At the top of the stairs, she paused and gave her parents’ bedroom a venomous look. Before she realized what she was doing, she’d kicked open the door and was shrieking at the Nutcracker.


  “It’s all your fault! She sold it because of you! I hate you! Why don’t you go back where you came from and leave us alone?!?”


  Mammy Joella sprang from the corner of the bed, moving faster than Hester had ever imagined possible. “Chile, get outta this room for I bust yore haid!” She flapped her apron at the girl as if she was an errant chicken, a wooden spoon clutched in one arthritic hand. Hester stumbled backward into the hall, but not before she caught a glimpse of the Nutcracker.


  He was sitting up in bed, surrounded by pillows, with one of Francis’s old diapers knotted around his neck. A bowl of yellow grits and a pitcher of goat’s milk sat on the dresser next to the bed. A length of rubber tubing hung from the middle of his face with a small metal funnel fixed to its end. A mixture of grits and milk dribbled from the ruin that passed for the Nutcracker’s mouth. The hose dangling from the Nutcracker’s face reminded Hester of something she’d seen at the traveling circus in Arkansas City before the war.


  “He looks like a silly ol’ elephant!” she giggled.


  Mammy Joella smacked her with the spoon, leaving a smear of porridge on Hester’s forehead. “Don’t you be callin’ yore Pappy names!”


  Hester was taken aback by this new affront. As far back as she could remember, Mammy Joella had been a pleasant, if slightly decrepit, servant; loving, forgiving, and slow to anger. “You can’t hit me!” she yelped indignantly. “You’re just a nigger!”


  “I may be a nigger,” Mammy Joella snapped, “but I’m th’ only nigger y’all got!” With that, she returned her attention to the Nutcracker, slamming the door shut in Hester’s face.


  The next day Penelope loaded her husband into the buckboard and went into town to see Doc Turner. Doc Turner measured Ferris Killigrew’s head with a pair of calipers and studied the extent of his patient’s wounds before showing them a catalog from a company up North.


  “There’s nothing they can’t make nowadays,” he explained cheerfully. “Wooden legs, hook arms, glass eyes, tin noses. Of course it helps there’s such a large demand for such things nowadays! Now, what can I do you for, Ferris?”


  The Sunday-Go-To-Meeting jaw came in the mail a month later. The Killigrew children watched as their mother unwrapped the parcel. While Francis was more interested in playing with the cast-off stamps and string, Hester’s attention was riveted on the package’s contents.


  The Nutcracker’s new jaw had its own special case that reminded Hester of the box Mama kept her emerald necklace and pearl brooch in, back when she used to have jewelry. The jaw rested on a velvet lining, accompanied by a network of straps and buckles that resembled a dog’s muzzle.


  Penelope had sent the artificial limb company one of the few photographs she had of Ferris from before the war so they could replicate his original jaw line. The custom fitting considerably cost more, but Doc Turner had assured them it would be worth it. Seeing the replacement jaw displayed like a watch in a jeweler’s window flustered Penelope somewhat. Outside of noticing it had been painted to mimic European skin tones and was of a distinctly masculine cast, it was difficult to judge how closely the craftsmen at the artificial limb company had hewn to the photograph. She took the box and headed upstairs.


  “Ferris, look! It’s here!”


  Ferris Killigrew sat up in the bed and stared at the gleaming piece of hard wood on its velvet cushion, but did not move to touch it.


  “Let’s try it on,” Penelope urged.


  He grunted and slowly unfastened the straps that held his army-issue wooden jaw in place. His wife did not allow her smile to slip as she averted her eyes from his face. Once he finished adjusting the straps of the new model, he got out of bed and shuffled over to the cheval glass in the far corner of the room.


  He had to admit that it didn’t look nearly as grotesque as the previous one. It also fit a damn sight better as well, too, although it’s unnaturally rosy pigmentation made it look like he never washed his face above the jaw line.


  “Oh, Ferris! It’s far better than I dreamed it would be!” Penelope smiled. “It makes you look like you again.” She slid her arms around her husband’s waist, pressing her head against his shoulder, like she did in their courting days. “Now you can go to church this Sunday!”


  Killigrew clumsily returned her hug, trying hard not to cry again.


  “I love you, Ferris,” she whispered.


  He wanted to tell her that he loved her too: that it had been that love that kept him alive in the all those horrible months; that his love for her was what had drawn him back across four states, despite harsh weather, harsher treatment, and the threat of death by starvation and disease. He wanted to tell her all these things, but that was impossible now.


  As Doc Turner had warned them, weeks ago, the model Penelope had chosen for her husband, while expensive, was purely ornamental and useless for such things as talking and eating. All it was good for was looking natural.


  “But, Mama! Everyone will be looking at us!”


  “So let them look, then,” Penelope sighed as she took in a pair of her husband’s old pants. She frowned at her handiwork. Even after all she’d done, Ferris would still need to wear suspenders and a belt to keep his trousers from falling down.


  “Mama! You don’t understand!” Hester wailed. The very idea of walking into the First Methodist Church of Seven Devils, Arkansaw, with the Nutcracker made her stomach knot up.


  “You’re right I don’t understand!” Penelope snapped. “I don’t understand why you’re acting like such an ungrateful little monster! Here the Good Lord brings your Daddy back from the war—”


  “He’s not Daddy!”


  “See here, young lady! You’re not so grown up I can’t take you over my knee!” Penelope growled, grabbing Hester by the forearm and giving her a short, sharp shake. “If I hear another such outburst like that from you, I’ll cut myself a switch and lash you bloody! You’re going to church with us tomorrow even if I have to drag you behind the buckboard like a heifer bound for market!”


  “You don’t care! You don’t care about me at all!” Hester bellowed, knocking her mother’s sewing basket off the kitchen table with one sweep of her hand. “All you’re interested in is that—that Nutcracker! You think you can turn him into Daddy and make everything like it used to be! But you can’t! Daddy’s dead!”


  “That’s it, young lady! Penelope said angrily as she raised her hand. “That’s all I’m going to take from you!”


  “Go ahead! Hit me!” Hester spat, her eyes welling with furious tears. “Beat on me all you like! It’s still the truth!”


  Penelope Killigrew stared at her daughter’s face for a long moment, and then lowered her hand. She then pulled her child to her bosom and held her there. Hester struggled for a moment, but her mother’s grip was firm. After a few seconds she succumbed to great, wracking sobs—while her mother held her tight and rocked her like she used to do, not so many years ago.


  The Killigrew family always sat in the third pew from the front on the right hand side of the aisle. It was a tradition that dated back before Hester’s birth, to the time when her Great Grandfather Killigrew had been a deacon in the church.


  As they walked down the aisle, everybody turned and looked. Hester’s cheeks glowed like hot coals. She could feel Fanny Walchansky’s eyes on them, greedily devouring every detail. The thought of what she would have to face at school the next day made Hester tighten her grip on Francis’s hand until he began to whine, but she quickly hushed him.


  She could hear the members of the congregation mumbling amongst themselves, the ladies agitating the still air with their fans while craning their necks for a better look. Reverend Cakebread watched from behind the pulpit as the Killigrews approached the front of the church. He was a round, pink-faced man with heavy eyebrows the size and shape of caterpillars. And at that moment the caterpillars looked like they were trying to crawl up into his hair.


  Aside from being keenly aware that everybody was watching them, the service otherwise went as usual, with Francis curling up on the bench for a nap beside his sister during Reverend Cakebread’s sermon.


  Bored by the minister’s nasal drone, Hester found herself looking at the Nutcracker and was startled to glimpse the faint outline of her father’s profile. Without realizing what she was doing, she brushed her fingers against his sleeve.


  The Nutcracker turned his head and looked at her, breaking the illusion. The sadness in his eyes reminded Hester of the time she found a rabbit in the snare.


  And suddenly Reverend Cakebread was saying; “…and if there are any announcements any of you in the congregation would care to make, now is the time to make them.”


  Penelope Killigrew stood up, nervously straightening the shawl around her shoulders. “I would like to make an announcement, if I could, Reverend.” The minister nodded his agreement, and she turned to face the congregation. “As you no doubt have already heard, my husband—Captain Ferris Killigrew, who I had thought lost to this world—has been returned to his loving home, thanks to the grace and majesty of Our Lord. I would like to extend an open invitation to all of y’all here today to stop by our place after church and help my family celebrate God’s mercy and our good fortune. There will be food and drink for everyone.”


  After Penelope sat down, Mr. Eichorn stood up next and announced that there would be a Ku Klux meeting that night at the ruins of Old Man Stackpole’s plantation house. Then everyone sang the benediction and church was over.


  There was a fly walking on the potato salad.


  Penelope waved a hand at the intruder, only to have it land on one of the deviled eggs.


  “Mama, can we eat now?”


  “You know better than to ask me that, Hester! You know we’ve got company coming!” Penelope gave her son’s questing hand a quick slap, forcing him to let go of an oatmeal cookie. “Francis! No!”


  Francis plopped down on the floor and began to cry, sucking on his chastised fingers.


  Ferris Killigrew sat on a cane-back chair in the parlor, looking like a well-dressed scarecrow, his hands folded in his lap. He could not bring himself to meet his wife’s eyes.


  Penelope massaged her forehead, trying to stall the sick headache she knew was coming. To think of all the money she spent on food! She even killed one of their best chickens for the occasion, and no one had the decency to show up! She retreated into the kitchen, where Mammy Joella was grinding Ferris’s evening allotment of grits and blackstrap molasses into a fine mush.


  “An’one show up yet?”


  “Not yet. No—I take that back. Reverend Cakebread came by just after church.”


  “Tha’s a preacher-man’s job; payin’ visits on folks no-one else wants t’mess wif,” Joella said glumly.


  “That’s not true! Ferris was born and raised in Seven Devils! He has plenty of friends! You know that!”


  The old woman sighed wearily but did not stop grinding the grits into baby food. “Tha’s ’fore the war. Thangs different now. Folks hereabouts used to thinkin’ Mr. Ferris daid. They mo’ comfortable wif him that way, I reckon.”


  “What are you going on about?” Penelope snapped.


  “If’n he’d come back whole stead’a crippled-up, thangs might be different. But he ain’t. Way he is now, he reminds folks thangs ain’t ne’er gonna be th’ same. Like us black folks. He’s embarassin’ t’em. White folks don’ take kindly t’bein’ embarrassed.”


  In the fifteen years since Penelope had become a member of the Killigrew home, this was the only time Mammy Joella had spoken to her about something besides housework and childcare. It was as if the doorstop had suddenly taken to spouting prophecy.


  The moment his mother left the room, Francis got off the floor and helped himself to the oatmeal cookies he’d previously been denied. After satisfying his hunger, he waddled over to his where his father sat and offered him a cookie.


  Ferris Killigrew accepted the offering, nodding his thanks and trying his best to smile around the jaw. It wasn’t easy. He ruffled his son’s curls and allowed his hand to linger, caressing the boy’s cheeks and smooth brow with trembling fingers.


  When he looked up, he saw Hester standing in the parlor door, watching him the way you’d look at a bug.


  Penelope found her husband the next morning, hanging from the chandelier hook in the parlor, still dressed in his nightshirt. The upper portion of his face was darkened with congested blood, while his lower jaw seemed to glow with rosy health. Although the Sunday-Go-To-Meeting jaw wasn’t any good for eating or talking, it had proved more than adequate for suicide.


  She stared at the body for a long moment then went upstairs and woke Hester. She told her daughter to take the mule and ride into town and fetch Mr. Mouzon, Seven Devil’s resident undertaker.


  After she made sure Hester did not look in the front parlor and left the house by the back door, Penelope went to her room and got dressed. When she returned to the parlor to await Mr. Mouzon’s arrival, she discovered Mammy Joella staring up at her former master.


  “Mammy Joella?”


  The old woman grunted to herself and turned, brushing past her mistress without looking at her.


  “Joella!”


  The only response was the slamming of the back door.


  Hester sat on the cane-back chair the Nutcracker had used as a makeshift scaffold and watched the wax trickle down the sides of the thick white candles burning at either end of the coffin. She was dressed in her best black dress, her hair fixed with a black velvet ribbon. She swung her feet back and forth, watching the tips of her shoes disappear then reappear from under the hem of her skirt.


  She could hear her mother talking in hushed tones with Reverend Cakebread and Mr. Mouzon in the kitchen. Francis was crawling on his hands and knees on the worn Persian carpet, pushing his little wooden train round and round in circles. Hester knew she should tell him to stop grubbing around on the floor in his good suit, but she also knew that would only make him cry, and she really didn’t want to deal with that right now.


  Hester
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