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Chapter One

 


Her first memories were of struggle.
The kitten struggled to keep her mouth and nose above the acrid,
cold water, where she and her littermates had been tossed earlier,
as the sun began to rise over Cow Path Creek.

Although her eyes were not yet open,
she felt a warmth enveloping her, blotting out the mud on her coat;
a life-sustaining warmth that she temporarily ceased her upward
climb, gaining strength, absorbing the heat deep down in her tiny
body.

Around her, she heard feeble mewling;
her siblings were becoming weaker by the moment. The kitten turned
her head to call them, urging them to climb the slippery bank.
Despite her efforts, however, the cries became more and more faint;
soon she knew her brothers and sisters were No More.

Now it was her turn to mewl in
sadness.

She raised her head toward the warmth
radiating down on her, and became aware of another
Presence.

Had the Man returned to finish her
off? The Man who had snatched her in his cold, rough hands, stuffed
her into a Dark Place, then flung her into the Cold Wet
Place.

She heard a man speak, then another
voice, a soft and tender voice.

“Well, aren’t you about to
turn back now, go home?” the man asked.

“In a minute, Ralph. I
haven’t found the wildflowers I’ve been looking for
yet.”

“It’s awful muddy down
there.”

“Good. Then there’ll be
some great wildflowers….you know after such good rains we’ve had
lately, they’ll just be sprouting all over the place…”

“Oh, Ralph, come
look!”

“I don’t think I need to
get my feet muddy, too. You fuss at me enough, anyway.”

“Come see what I’ve found
here.”

The kitten felt herself being lifted
up, high, more toward the warmness: she squealed in delight,
squirming deeply into the Woman’s soft, enveloping
hands.

“Oh, Wanda. A
cat?”

“It’s a kitten, Ralph. A
poor little female kitten, from the looks of it. Somebody musta
tossed her here into the creek, the sorry so-and-so,” she ended
with a slight stamp of her foot in the muddy soil.

“And I suppose you’ll just
have to take her home, won’t you?” Ralph smiled as he joined her in
inspecting the kitten.

“Of course. We can’t leave
her here. And we could use a good mouser, can’t we, kitty-cat?” She
stroked the muddy fur. Stepping briskly from the edge of the creek
bed, she strode in the direction of their home; Ralph falling in
pace beside her.

“And a good bath, too,” he
reminded her.

The kitten was soon to learn about a
“bath”; indeed, she would learn all manner of things as the
resident mouser in her new home.

For now, however, the creature reveled
in the joy of being rescued from that Cold Wet Place. She had the
satisfaction that she now owned not one, but two People. A Male and
a Female. She would be proud of them, she knew.

But I really must have a name, she
thought, as the Female Person called Wanda thrust her suddenly into
a deep place filled with water….

No more
water, the kitten shrieked as she spun
around in her Person’s arms, leaping for safety. Both Persons
pursued her, calling, “Here, kitty, kitty. Don’t be afraid. We just
want to clean you up.”

But she
found a niche where she could remain undetected at least for a
while. Heart pounding, she crouched as low as she could get. She
wondered why her People were being so cruel to her?
I don’t want to go back into the
Water, she shivered.

Just at that moment, the Male Person’s
hands enveloped her.

She squealed in protest, wiggled with
all her might, but the strong hands refused to let her
go.

“I found her, honey. Under
the dresser. Smart little thing.”

“Oh, good. Would you bring
her to the sink? We’ll get her cleaned up for good this time, if
you’ll continue to hold her, okay?”

He nodded, releasing some of the
pressure on the kitten, but not enough where she felt she could
escape.

The detested Water flowed over her.
This Water felt warm. And both her Persons were talking to her in
soothing tones. This was not the same as the first Man who had
thrown her away.

“Well, Wanda, what do you
think we ought to name our little mouser, here?”

“Don’t know yet. She’s all
black, not a single mark of white anywhere on her. She could be
called Raven, or Jet, or something like that.”

“Hmmm. Don’t know as I like
any of ‘em.” He removed one hand from the kitten and placed his
free hand around Wanda’s waist.

“Ralph!” the Woman cried as
the kitten seized her chance to escape, splashing soapy water all
over the room. “Now see what you’ve done!”

“I suppose we’ll have to
call her clean, now,” she sighed, hanging up her apron. “Don’t
suppose she’ll willingly submit to us again for a long
time.”

“Yes, it would be folly for
the cat to allow us close to her for a while, all right.
“

“Folly? Ralph Spencer, you
are the most elegant-speaking man I’ve ever known. Who in this day
would use the word ‘Folly?’ She smiled.

“Well, she’s your folly,
too, you know,” he replied, searching his pockets for pipe tobacco.
“You had to go out looking for wildflowers, but came home with a
creature instead. ‘'''Tis indeed, a folly.”

“Well, then, that’s her
name.”

“Folly? Well, that’s a good
one. Folly she is.” Ralph lit his pipe. The cat suddenly sneezed in
her hiding place.

“Found you, little Folly,”
her Female Person laughed gently as she raised her from behind the
bureau. “Now that you’re all bathed—or mostly bathed, I should say,
we’ll get you some food and water. Are you hungry?”

Folly, the kitten thought.
That is what they will call me. But I shall not
come when summoned.

She submitted to the thing being
thrust into her small mouth, which smelled like nourishment, like
her. Her what? The one who gave her birth, suckled her and her
siblings. Folly gave one more moment of grief before she greedily
sucked on the nipple being held by her Woman.

I am
special, she thought. I have been allowed to live where my siblings have not. How do
I know this? Somewhat startled, she
ruminated on this subject. I am a feline,
opposed to being a canine; my natural instincts had held me in good
stead. But now, something new entered her
consciousness. A feeling of being aware of herself, and her –- she
searched for the word to describe what grew slowly inside her mind
– Gift. I have a Gift.

But that was as much as the kitten
knew for a very long time.

Until the time that she would be
forced to employ her Gift, she would be the contented Owner of Two
Persons, who never came when summoned. As for being a “mouser,” if
one rodent had appeared, Folly would have disdainfully ignored it,
at least in her Persons’ presence, but at night, when her People
were asleep, she tracked down, tortured and finally executed the
rodent; her primitive instincts would not allow her to do
otherwise.

Thus, the years passed. Folly almost
forgot that she was Special; that she had been blessed with a
certain Gift, as yet, unused.

 



Chapter Two

 


The rusting gray Chevrolet glided
silently down the caliché road, coming to a halt a good distance
from the isolated farmhouse. It sat idling for several minutes as
the driver, sitting immobile, contemplated the warm, sultry night.
In a moment, the driver stirred, then emerged from the car, a
shotgun in her hand.

She stalked down the road toward the
house; her black, sturdy dress shoes scattering pebbles in front of
her. As she walked, she brought the shotgun up to her chest,
cradling it like a baby.

Moonlight outlined every shrub, bush
and grapevine along the side of the rutted path, illuminating the
brightly lighted structure at the end of the road.

The weather had been exceptionally
warm for this time of year in the Texas Hill Country. Bluebonnets
had bloomed way before Easter, presenting a spectacular display
along the highways, into far off fields; these had given way later
to Indian Paint Brush and Black-Eyed Susans; abruptly, the
wildflowers had faded. Now, cicadas sang from shade trees lining
Slocum’s residential streets.

"Early
summer this year," old-timers nodded to each other in
passing.

"Yep, this summer's gonna be a
scorcher.”. The male population of Slocum fanned their beefy red
faces with sweat-soaked brims of their "gimme" caps. The women,
influenced by Southern tradition, fluttered small white
lace-trimmed handkerchiefs in the general vicinity of their
powdered, rouged faces, pausing occasionally to pat daintily at
exposed portions of their glistening bosoms.

Life in Slocum proceeded in their proscribed
ritual. All seasons had their litanies: Masonic Lodge, church
socials, Sunday School lessons; all brought a certain measure of
comfort in a time of rapid, unwelcome changes around their small
community nestled on the banks of the Pedernales.

Wilma Folks had grown up in Slocum, with her
sister Wanda. Her church-going, solid-as-a-rock family had been
regarded as respected members of the community; however, the
reality of life inside the Foulkes' house was harsh and violent.
Their God-fearing father beat both the girls regularly,
particularly when after he had been drinking. Nobody knew, and
nobody would have believed it, if either of the girls had ever told
anyone. Why, the Foulkes family appeared in their church pew every
time the doors were open; Sunday morning, Sunday evening, and
Wednesday nights, would have been the shocked response.

Fine,
upstanding family, everyone agreed; that is, until Wanda disappeared abruptly one spring day twenty-seven
years ago.

The gossip
began, much of it accurate. “That Foulkes girl, Wanda, is pregnant”
Miz Annabelle Parker lowered her voice, as the women in
the fabric store measured cotton chintz for their
summer slipcovers.

“It’s the Cox boy
responsible, I understand,” Miz Habanera nodded solemnly. “The one
that never came back from Viet Nam,” she added for emphasis, while
Miz Draper and Miz Parker shook their heads, clucking under their
breath.

“I heard that boy never
even had to go to Viet Nam. His daddy’s influence, you know.” She
nodded wisely. “But he surely did go somewhere…so he wouldn’t have
to be faced with the responsibility of fatherhood.

“No
wonder Wanda had to leave town...heard she went to Austin to have
the baby. Poor little thing, baby having to grow up without a
father,” Miz Heabner at last decided on the rose-printed chintz.
“This will do nicely for my couch, don’t
you think?” She held up a swatch for the others’
approval.

“You know there’s another
girl, about Wanda’s age. A good, responsible child, that Wilma,”
Miz Heabner remarked.

“Not at all like her
sister.” Miz Draper tittered.

“Oh, give her time.” Miz
Parker sniffed. “The apple don’t fall too far from the tree, you
know.”

“What a thing to say!” Miz Draper
snorted. “Not when she’s so plain. No, that girl can’t possibly get
in trouble.”

The women each pecked at
the other's cheeks in departure. Annabelle, Claudia and Eloise
would hurry home before the summer heat became too intense, to
straighten their houses, do laundry, put on something for dinner,
then they would sit on their shady front porches with tall glasses
of lemonade, fanning their flushed faces while waiting for a
vagrant breeze.

After the
women had departed, Wilma emerged from the back of the store, where
her mother had sent her for some lace ribbon for her graduation
dress. She had heard every word; her face burned with shame. It
seemed she to throw off the gossip about her sister, she carried
herself with dignity, refusing to speak about Wanda. But this
particular conversation wounded her deeply. 

“Never.” She knotted her
fists, whispering to herself. “Never will I be like Wanda. And not
because I’m plain, either.”

Wanda had this, Wanda had
that, she thought bitterly? She had the good looks, the figure;
Wanda had no pimples sprouting on her fair face, and her blonde
hair sparkled in the sunshine. Wanda didn’t have to “enhance” her
hair, or her lips, or her figure. Popular, on the cheerleading
squad, the Honor Society, she would have been Valedictorian of her
graduating class had she not succumbed to the ardent advances of
Carter Cox, the equally bright, son of the richest man in town,
Cameron Cox, and his elegant wife, Cherie. Together the Coxes ran
the First National Bank of Slocum; their partnership, more than a
marital union had produced only one child, who showed astonishingly
good looks from birth.

It seemed inevitable that
the Cox boy and the Foulkes girl would be a “couple; everyone
assumed they would marry right after Carter went off to college to
earn his degree in banking. He surely would return to marry his
high school sweetheart.

Except it didn’t work
quite that way.

Two months before
graduation, Wanda told Cameron that she was pregnant.

Wanda had wept to Wilma,
afterwards: “He laughed at me. Said he didn’t want the
responsibility of a baby, and he won’t marry me. What am I going to
do?”

“Shhh,” Wilma cautioned.
“Papa might hear us. We’ll both get beat if you don’t calm
down.

“What about his folks? Do
they know?”

“What do they have to do
with this?” Wanda whispered, her breath caught in ragged gasps.
“They don’t know me. They wouldn’t want me for a daughter-in-law.
We don’t have money, like they do. I know they want Cameron to find
somebody in college to marry into money, so they’ll look
respectable. So talking to them is out of the question.”

“Maybe not. Maybe they
could arrange – you know.”

Wanda drew her breath in
sharply. “I couldn’t ever do that! No! I’m having this baby. Even
if Mama throws fits, faints, and Papa beats me till I’m half dead –
I’ll have the baby, Wilma.”

“Then listen to me. Go to
the Coxes. Don’t even ask Cameron if you can have an “audience”
with his parents. Just call them up and ask if you could come talk
to them about something important. Then when you get there, tell
them you’re carrying their precious son’s baby, you want to have
it, and you need their help.”

“They won’t do anything,”
Wanda began.

“Yes, they will. They’ll
give you plenty of hush money, so you’ll go away; then they can
pretend this never happened. Go to Austin. Have the baby. Keep it
or give it up for adoption, but remember Cameron Cox isn’t ever
going to admit to anything.”

Even though they huddled
together under a quilt in the darkness of the room they had shared
every night for Wanda’s 18 years, Frank Foulkes’ heard their
whispers, Wanda’s muted sobbing.

The door crashed
open.

“Don’t, Papa!” they yelled
in unison. It did no good, as it had never helped their cause to
protest their beatings. At times, they could not determine why they
were being punished; when they asked, through their screams of pain
and tears, their father always said the same thing: “Because you’re
no good. Neither one of ya. Damn females. Bitches in heat. You’d
come to no good if I didn’t learn ya this way. No boys gonna come
sniffin’ round this house, ya hear me?” Each sentence was
punctuated by a resounding slap of the razor strop, or his open
hand, or even his fist. At last, when exhausted, he would slam out
of the house, headed for the nearest bar, and the girls would
comfort each other, mend their wounds, then cry themselves to
sleep.

And their mama? She never
had the courage to intervene, lest she be beaten, to, she whined.
But the girls didn’t accept her feeble excuses, her tears of
protest, telling her, “Mama, don’t let him do this to us any more.
Stop him. If you love us, Mama, don’t let him do it!”

When Mama died the same
year Wanda left home, neither of the girls grieved. Wanda didn’t
return to town for the funeral, and Wilma paid only cursory
respects at the funeral.

Of course, the entire town
knew of Wanda’s pregnancy

Now, alone in the house
with her father, Wilma’s beatings increased in frequency and
intensity

Until one day, Frank
Foulkes turned up dead.

Gossip had it he went out
wanderin’ home from the bars one late night, lost his footing on
the slippery banks of the rain-swollen Pedernales River, fell in
and drowned. His body washed up in a gully miles
downstream.

Wilma didn’t request an
inquiry; no autopsy was performed.

She stayed on in the
house, nursing her hatreds….

Years passed. People soon
forgot that Wanda Foulkes had even existed, let alone had conceived
a child out of wedlock and moved away to Lord knew
where.

Life went on in Slocum
much as it had before.

But for Wilma, life would
never be the same. She carried not only the shame of what her
sister had done, but her own secret, something she would never get
out of her mind, a horrible incident that haunted her dreams, the
memory which invaded even her daylight hours –

 


Her stride lengthened as her anger
rose; she became more purposeful; she no longer noticed the pebbles
scattering in front of her.

She paused a moment, shifted the
shotgun from the crook of her sweaty left arm to her
right….

 


It was one of those
impossibly bright early spring afternoons. What little snow had
fallen on the hills comprising the Texas Hill Country had long ago
vanished; the spring rains fell warm nurturing the first signs of
new life. Wildflowers poked their heads up out of the barren
ground. Crocus, daffodils, bloomed early in Slocum, while sturdier
blooms dotted the surrounding countryside.

Wilma Foulkes, however,
took no notice of the beauty surrounding her as she plodded her way
home from Slocum High School, her mind full of the prospect of
writing her final English term theme; her problem was not the
writing of the assignment, but of choosing a subject. She had two
days to decide which of the ten various themes supplied by her
English teacher would be best suited for her presentation. Of the
ten, she liked only one: The life of Elizabeth Barrett Browning.
After mulling it over on her way home, Wilma had decided she would
actually like writing about the woman poet. She had only to prepare
her paper stating her choice for presentation to Miz Evans on
Monday morning.

Today was Friday, so she
had plenty of time…

Startled when she
encountered a husky, jeans clad boy standing in her way she glanced
at him with annoyance. Then she recognized him: one of the Kincaid
boys from the nearby farm, but Lord knows which one. The family had
four boys, each one more gross and repulsive than the last. Wilma
had always been wary of each and every one of them.

But this afternoon, when
Randy Kincaid planted himself squarely in front of her, Wilma
determined that nothing, no Kincaids, no nothing, would ruin her
day; she had been anticipating at the end of school a possible job
offer from the manager of the five and dime store, working in the
small notions department. She could earn enough money to get out of
this town.

"Afternoon, Randy," she
answered in response to his sneering, "Where ya goin', Wilma?
Huh?"

Wilma knew Randy was
throwing the verbal equivalent of punching her on the shoulder to
elicit a response. She tried to step aside, only to find another
Kincaid blocking her way. “Go away. Let me get by.”

Clutching her books to her
chest, she turned to her left. Sweat formed on her
forehead.

"Didn’t you hear me? Get
out of my way, Randy Kincaid. I got work to do at home. Why aren't
you home doing your chores?"

She felt the presence of
another Kincaid behind her and her breath caught in her chest. With
startling swiftness, Randy grabbed her arms with his beefy
hands.

"Grab her legs," he
ordered his brothers.

“No! Let me go!” Wilma
shrieked.

But nobody could hear, or
see her. As she struggled, kicked, bit ears and hands, anything she
could attack, the Kincaids dragged Wilma into the Kincaid family’s
barn and all four, each and every male member of the Kincaid
family, viciously raped her. Cicadas sang, the wind sighed, a light
plane droned overhead.

And life around her,
outside this prison of pain, went on as usual.

Wilma at last opened her swollen eyes to see
Randy Kincaid leaning over her, his pasty, round face almost
touching hers. Foul breath spilled over her face. His voice, low,
almost whispering: "Now you just run on home, Wilma, like a good
girl; of course, you ain't no good girl now, after what we done.
You's spoiled goods now. You can't tell nobody. Besides, nobody's
gonna believe you. 'Cause you're just like your sister, now. Ain’t
that right, guys?”

Laughing, bragging to each other, the Kincaids
swaggered their way home, while Wilma sat up, tears stinging her
eyes.

She licked her swollen lips, tasting blood.
Gingerly testing her legs, she felt rivulets of blood flowing down
the insides of her legs.

Her mind reeled. “Please
God, just let me get home before somebody sees me."

Her short walk home became
an agonizing trail. Every step she took, the pain forced her to
relive the attack. She cried, she prayed, she made promises to a
God she didn’t know or understand. And when that failed, she cursed
this God, who had allowed her to be hurt. Who had brought shame on
the family through her sister’s wanton act. Staggering on the
deserted pathway, her vision clouded by tears, she barely
recognized her own house as she approached.

She saw the house with no
sign of life inside. Good. She filled the tub with steaming hot
water and eased herself into it, biting her lip to keep from
screaming in pain. She wanted to die. She would never be the same.
She could never tell anybody what had happened. Never. All because
of Wanda.

She heard the front door
open and slam shut. Her father, home early from the bars. He would
be drunk again, as usual. Wilma thought with dread, she was alone
with her father in the house, and at the mercy of his
whims.

“Who’s home?” Frank Foulkes
shouted. “Goddammit, I asked a question! Who’s home?”

Wilma struggled from the
tub, put on a bathrobe and checked her appearance in the mirror
before cracking open the bathroom door. She knew she looked
terrible, but probably her father wouldn’t even notice.

“It’s me, Papa.”

“What you doin’ home this
time of day?”

“Papa, school let out at
four o’clock. It’s almost six now.”

“Humph. Why you in a
bathrobe, girl? You got a date? You gonna be like your sister, go
out and get with child?”

“No, Papa. I just thought
I’d take a bath before dinner. I’m not going out anywhere. I have a
paper to write.”

“Liar!” He struck her with
amazing swiftness. Her cheek split open.

“Papa, please, don’t! I
haven’t done anything. Please!”

But her father ignored her
pleas, her screams, and continued hitting her until he was finished
with her.

“Go away, girl. You disgust
me.”

Wilma crept into her room,
where she blotted the blood oozing from her split skin.

Randy
Kincaid's words echoed in her mind: "You can't tell nobody what we
done here. Nobody’ll believe you, ‘cause of what your sister done. You're just like your sister, now. So
keep your mouth shut.”

It’s all Wanda’s fault.
Some day, she thought, I’ll make Wanda pay for what happened to me.
Wanda couldn't just go off to Austin and have her baby and then act
like nothing had ever happened. Everybody knew about Wanda. And
nobody can ever know about me. Someday, she whispered to herself,
Wanda will pay for this. Just wait…


 





Chapter Three

 


Wilma paused as she neared the house.
Wanda’s house. She mopped her brow and licked her thin lips,
conscious of their salty taste. So hot. So hot for so early in the
summer. The scent of honeysuckle hung heavy in the still air,
almost choking her with its seductive aroma.

It must
have been a night like this when Wanda got herself pregnant,
Wilma thought. No, not got herself pregnant. When she allowed herself to be used like an animal – mounted
and impregnated. 

Wilma closed her eyes, as her
breathing became shallow, thoughts came unbidden – such thoughts as
she had suppressed all these years. On a night like this, Wanda
must have felt warm and lush with sweat running in trickles down
her breasts. She must have returned the boy’s kisses, responded to
his eager hands stroking her –-

Wilma suppressed a groan, her
breathing became rapid; she trembled, her knees shaking.

Wanda must have eagerly helped him as he
tugged at her panties, wriggling out of them in the back seat of
his car. She envisioned the boy murmuring to Wanda as he penetrated
her – – Wilma's breasts ached.

"Stop," Wilma whispered, but he didn't stop.
He proceeded to move slowly, rhythmically, then faster. Wilma heard
a sigh (hers?) a choking, sobbing cry of joy, a spasm, a rush, a
feeling of release. The feeling subsided. She opened her eyes as
the boy moved off and Wanda (Wilma?) smiled –

She opened
her eyes, realized with some sense of wonder that she was standing
in front of brightly lighted windows, a shotgun in her hands,
looking at an older Wanda, and this man, this man, not the father
of Wanda’s child, but Wanda’s husband, who had married her, despite
her past.... Mr. Wanda, she decided to call him.
Too bad about him. 

Wilma forced herself to focus on the
goal ahead of her. Her goal – inspired by Brother Adam.

She met the traveling
evangelist several years earlier, when he came into town, set up
his tent, and recruited all manner of persons to help with his
mission. Wilma had been present, seated in the front row, at each
of his services. Brother Adam had soon taken to seeking her out,
pointing her out to the congregation, labeling her as a “faithful
Christian. Wilma stood each time, glowing in the congregation’s
applause.

When the call came for
those who wished to be saved, Wilma put herself first in line.
Although she had been “saved” as a fourteen year old Baptist,
somehow she hadn’t felt “saved.” If she had been “saved,” she
thought bitterly, God would have protected her from her father’s
drunken rages, his beatings, and her mother’s tacit approval. But
this energetic, mesmerizing man touched her heart. She willingly
proceeded to the baptismal chamber where she submitted once more to
the ritual baptism.

And soon, when the call
went out for more funds for the continuation of Brother Adam’s
mission, Wilma cashed in her stocks, depriving herself of any
possible pleasures, gladly providing him a rather large sum.
Brother Adam thanked her profusely; when Wilma startled herself by
suggesting she might become a staff member on his
crusades.

“Little Wilma, I believe
the life of my crusade would be too difficult for you. We travel a
great deal, meals on the road, on the run; hard, physical work is
involved. And you, my dear little one, are much too fragile for
such tasks. I appreciate your devotion, and your monetary gifts,
but I sense that your health might break if you embarked on the
kind of schedule I keep.” When he smiled at her, her knees went
weak.

“Then, Brother Adam,” she
said, “I must tell you something that has weighed on my mind ever
since I was a young girl.”

“Go ahead, Little Wilma,”
he said, although he had frowned and checked his
wristwatch.

“Please don’t judge me,”
she began, “but my sister has borne a child out of wedlock. The
shame she brought on my family has plagued me for many years. And,
due to her misbehavior, I suffered – an attack, Brother Adam, a
vicious attack, by a band of boys who assumed that since I was
Wanda Foulkes sister, I would be willing to be”—her voice trailed
off and she began weeping quietly.

“Oh, Sister, you have been
harshly treated, and with no good reason. What your sister did is
wrong, a sin. She will suffer the consequences, mark my words. You
have done nothing wrong, yet shame hangs on you. I ask in Jesus
name for the shame to leave your heart, for you to be
healed.”

He held his hand over her
head, and then lifted her to her feet. “There, now. Go in peace,
little Wilma.”

“Thank you,” she mumbled,
her eyes swollen with tears. “I believe Wanda will be
punished.”

“Yes, yes, that’s what will
happen.” An aide interrupted, who whispered in his ear.

“I must go now; it’s time
for tonight’s service. Remember, Sister Wilma, your sister will
suffer the consequences of her act.”

Wilma nodded; a plan
already forming in her mind. She would be the instrument of
punishment. She would bide her time, and then she would act:
swiftly and surely.

 


Now is the time.

When she
thought of Brother Adam, Wilma's heart beat faster.
He is so kind to me, even after knowing of
my terrible secret. He had put his arm
around me, told me gently that I’m not to blame.
I’m not like my sister. I
had been viciously attacked, raped, but my sister had willingly
fallen into sin.

She would proceed with her plan;
afterward, she would present herself to Brother Adam and become his
bride, and nobody would ever know –- about anything.

She smiled; all fear of discovery
vanished as she stood beneath the white lace-curtained
windows.

She surveyed her sister’s house; this
room appeared to have been a porch, converted into what was called
nowadays a "sunroom." Hanging baskets rimmed the windows; other
colorful plants dotted the room. A large watercolor depicting a sea
of bluebonnets graced the north wall, while smaller pastels filled
the west wall. The other two walls were hardly walls at all, but a
great expanse of windows – east and southern exposures were highly
desirable and almost obligatory in this part of the country. They
permitted a flow of air and sunlight during winter Northers; relief
from the unrelenting heat of summer midafternoons.

The couple, Wanda and her husband, was
seated in identical white wicker chairs, Mr. Wanda smoking a pipe,
while stroked a small black cat curled in her lap. The man said
something that Wilma couldn't hear over the television, but it
didn't matter anyway.

Wanda responded with a gentle smile,
leaned over to take his hand –-

The screen door hinge squeaked as
Wilma threw it open. She stepped inside.

She shot the man first, as he rose and
made a futile attempt to defend his wife. His pipe fell from his
hand and tobacco scattered across the oval braided rug, his blood
blending with the tobacco granules as he sprawled across the
settee.

“For your sins,” she
shouted. Wanda gasped, part in terror, part in recognition; her
mouth flew open in a silent plea as Wilma leveled the shotgun at
her. Without pity, she pulled the trigger.

Her eyes fixed on Wilma, Wanda
crumpled slowly to the floor, the red spot on her stomach growing
larger as she reached for her husband’s hand and clasped it, her
dying act of devotion.

At the first blast of the shotgun,
Folly jumped, skittered wildly over the polished wood floor until
she reached the screen door. With one push from her paws, the door
swung open.

She ran until she reached the safety
of the tall brush north of the house. There she crouched, heart
thudding, tail twitching, gold-green eyes fixed on the house in the
distance.

Somewhere in her primitive instincts,
the cat sensed danger even as she processed the carnage she had
escaped.

Her days spent in safety and serenity
were now at an end.

And now she knew what her Gift was.
Folly knew she must now rely on her own wits to survive.

One other thing the animal felt in the
depths of her being: The intruder was evil. She would keep a safe
distance until she was certain it was safe to come out of
hiding.

And so she crouched silently in the
underbrush, watching, waiting....

 


Wilma stood over the two bodies trying
to feel some emotion – any emotion. She tried to feel some sense of
triumph that she had won over her sister. She would no longer feel
shamed by Wanda’s actions so many years ago. She thought she would
feel some sense of sorrow, that flesh of her flesh, her own kin,
was dead. She thought she might feel anger, even as the cause of
her anger lay dead at her feet.

But Wilma felt nothing. Nothing but a
great weariness, heaviness, a sudden, almost overwhelming longing
for sleep.

She exited out the back door up the
roadway to her car, where she crawled into the back seat, cradled
her head in her hands, and immediately fell into the sleep of the
innocent.

Sometime before dawn, she woke with a
start. She thought she had heard something, someone wailing,
crying, in the distance. She listened intently, but the still
morning air yielded nothing.

The sun crept over the horizon; birds
began their morning chant.

Then the
thought struck her: What if someone had
happened by during the night, while I was dead asleep in the car. What if they went to the house to see
Wanda and Mr. Wanda and found the bodies? What a fool I’ve
been!

She bolted from the car, glancing
around as if to ensure that there was, indeed, no one in the
area.

Got to get
rid of the bodies. Somebody will come by, without a doubt. Friends
from town. The nearest neighbor, wanting to borrow something.
Relatives of her husband. Maybe even their children.
Did Wanda and this man have children? They would
be grown by now; no doubt they would be the kind to come visit,
unannounced. 

She had to make it look as if Wanda
and her husband had suddenly gone away, on a vacation. Nobody would
suspect anything for a while, maybe a couple of weeks, and by the
time someone missed them, Wilma would tell them casually that she
thought maybe Wanda and her husband had gone on a little vacation;
she didn’t know where, or for how long, but nobody should worry, as
they quite often took spur-of-the-moment trips.

There would be no reason to suspect
her. There had been virtually no contact between the sisters for
many years; there would be no apparent motive. Ultimately, the
authorities would decide the Spencers had gone off on a trip in
their car, ran off one of those inaccessible steep canyon roads
west of Slocum, and probably died in the hidden
wreckage.

Wilma drove slowly toward the
house.

I’ll have
to work quickly, she thought. The dawn sun
was threatening to drive away the coolness of the
night...

 



Chapter Four

 


They were still dead.

She
grimaced slightly at the memory of a sick joke: Pretending he hadn't known that her mother had died some weeks
before, Randy Kincaid had sneered, "How's your mother,
Wilma?"

"Still
dead," another Kincaid said solemnly, and then they
all collapsed with laughter. Wilma had wanted to
shriek at them, tell them to leave her alone, but she remembered
their threats, she remembered Wanda, so she just ran from their
taunts. 

Frank Foulkes continued to
live, continued to abuse his only remaining child – his victim,
Wilma had begun calling herself – for another two years, when,
thank God, on his way home from one of the bars on the outskirts of
town, he tripped on the banks of the Pedernales River, which
happened to be full for the first time in many years, fell in, and
drowned. His body surfaced five miles downstream three days
later.

Wilma didn’t even pretend
to mourn his loss. Now she was free.

Except for Wanda’s legacy
of shame.

Now she looked with distaste at the
bodies frozen in death, then reached over them, flipping the oval
braided rug aside, searching for the trap door to the
cellar.

Every old house in this part of the
country had a root cellar, she knew. It was generally under the
kitchen or porch, and this –"sunroom," she supposed you would call
it – was once the porch. The cellar must be under here.

On the second time groping around the
area, her fingers caught on the large metal ring. Tugging firmly,
she pulled the trap door up and laid it over to the
side.

A damp, raw odor assaulted her. She
peered into the dark space; large enough to hold both
bodies.

But was it deep enough? She frowned.
She would have to dig a shallow grave and cover the bodies with
enough dirt so varmints wouldn't get to them; carry their bones
where they could be found.

Surely there would be a shovel around
here... She looked out the window at what appeared to be a storage
shed at the side of the house. She strode out the back door to the
shed, assured that she would be able to go about her business
uninterrupted.

Today was Sunday. Nobody would be out
this early on a Sunday morning, not even close neighbors or stray
relatives.

As was the custom in the country, the
shed was unlocked. Wilma surveyed gardening equipment in excellent
condition. Wanda certainly hadn't been in charge of the tools,
Wilma reflected; Her husband must have been the meticulous one. She
felt a slight pang of regret that this man – his name was Ralph
Spencer, she reminded herself – had had to die. Wilma thought she
would have liked him, under other circumstances, at another
time.

She selected a shovel from its niche
on the wall.

The sun grew stronger as she lowered
herself into the root cellar. She would have to hurry before it got
too hot to work....

Digging the shallow grave took longer
than she thought. Wilma emerged, drenched with perspiration and
covered with dirt, to find the room stifling. Huge, iridescent
blowflies already buzzed around the bodies.

She had no time to stop for rest. She
did allow herself a drink of water, straight out of the kitchen
faucet, being careful to wipe her fingerprints off anything she
touched.

She looked down at Wanda and – Ralph
–Ralph; His name, somehow seemed important, now.

She decided to bury Ralph
first.

A nice
looking man, who once could have been called
handsome, she thought as she pulled him by
his ankles to the opening in the floor. Big. Healthy, too. It's too bad I hadn't known him
earlier....

Well, too bad for
him.

Turning
him parallel to the half-dozen wooden steps, she gathered her
strength and began the task of rolling him into the trench below.
No good. Heavier than I thought,
she panted.

She tensed as she heard a car’s wheels
thumping rapidly down the highway.

If that
car turns in here, what can I do? Be ready to run – where?
She thought wildly. Where would she go? She would
be seen, at any rate. She would have to trust to luck that no one
would come anywhere near the house...and she heard the vehicle pass
by and she exhaled with relief.

Wanda came
next. She grabbed her sister –her sister, for God's sakes! – Her friend,
her confidante, the one she shared girlish secrets with, her
protector from their father's drunken rages; she would be tossing
as casually into a shallow grave as she would throw away a worn-out
rag.

Wilma released her hand from her
sister's body, sat down, hard, on the floor and wept. She rocked
back and forth, she moaned, she keened, she sobbed, as instinct
dictated, until she could cry no more.

Moments later, relieved that she could
feel bad about the whole thing, truly regret it, after all, she
dried her tears and washed her face.

So I'm
really not heartless, she thought.
I'm truly sorry I had to do it. –

She embraced her sister one last time
before she sent Wanda’s body tumbling into the cellar.

 


By the time Wilma finished covering
the bodies with a firm pack of dirt and rocks hauled in from what
appeared to be an attempted, then aborted, vegetable garden, the
sun was beginning its descent into the western horizon. Using the
outside hose, she rinsed off the shovel, and returned it to its
proper place in the shed. Then she straightened the rug over the
trap door. Then at last, she collapsed on the settee, more tired
than she had ever been in her life.

And she was hungry. She looked at the
clock on the desk. No wonder. She had had no dinner the night
before. No breakfast or lunch, just sips of water in this heat –
she dabbed at the perspiration on her brow – now it was close to
dinnertime. Hunger won over caution, as Wilma went to the kitchen,
opened the refrigerator and freezer doors, and took stock of its
contents.

Not bad.
The Spencers ate well, she thought. She set
the kettle to boil for iced tea. Soon she was humming
Shall We Gather at the River under her breath while she warmed her
supper.

Wilma fell asleep over the remnants of
her dinner – pork chops, spinach and leftover cornbread. She
dreamed. Somewhere in the distance, an animal wailed.

Waking with a start, she knocked over
her glass of iced tea.

It was dark.

She yearned for more sleep, but she
could not rest, not just yet.

She had to move her car away from the
driveway, where it could easily be seen from the highway. She went
out the back door, smelling the damp evening air, mentally
calculating the hours before an approaching
thunderstorm.

 


She turned the key in the
ignition.

No response. No sounds of the engine
starting. She checked to see if she had forgotten to put the
gearshift in Park… yes, it was in Park. She hadn’t left any lights
on, so the battery wasn’t run down, she reasoned.

She leaned
against the seat, whimpering. No!
I have to hide the car...

A thought
struck her. What about Wanda’s car?


She suddenly remembered her plan,
formulated so long ago, it seemed, of making it look as though
Wanda and her husband must've gone away on an extended road
trip.

But their
car wasn't anywhere in sight. A garage stood at the back of the
property. Ah, Wanda’s neat and cautious
husband most certainly would have put the car
away.

Wilma trudged to the garage. A
gleaming late model green Cadillac stood inside. Well, if her own
car wouldn't start, then she would just have to use
theirs.

The keys
were in the ignition – trusting souls that
they were, Wilma sniffed. Happy to hear the
engine purr to life, she maneuvered the Cadillac into position
behind her own dead car. (Another dead
thing around here, she thought giddily)
Pushing it behind the house, both cars now out of
sight.

She returned to the house, trudged
upstairs to the master bedroom. Its double bed beckoned to her. She
lay down, covered herself with a hand-made quilt, promising herself
that she would take care of everything else tomorrow. She fell into
a dreamless sleep.

The next
morning, Wilma woke to the sounds of birds calling from the
treetops around the house. Somewhere, a cow begged to be
milked. No wonder Wanda chose to live out
here, Wilma thought wistfully. Her serenity
was soon shattered, however, when she realized there was more to be
done than just burying the bodies and getting rid of the
car.

The sunroom glowed with dots of blood
and bits of flesh, shreds of pink, fluffy material.... Wanda’s
flimsy gown. Wilma found that, despite her best efforts, the
bloodstains on the white wicker furniture would not come off. The
braided oval rug, too, refused to give up its blood.

Wilma pondered the situation briefly.
She would haul the furniture and rug out to the storage shed,
where, if anyone bothered to look, it would appear that they had
been stored because of rust stains.

The wicker chair and settee were
lightweight, but the rug proved to be very heavy. She expended
considerable time and energy pulling it across the yard where she
heaved it into the shed.

She sagged against the side of house,
looking in at the bare room.

Bare except for the television
set.

She
groaned. It would certainly look odd to
have a television set in a room with no
furniture, she thought. Well, she would
just have to move the television set into another room.... the
living room, or even the kitchen.

Were Wanda
and her husband the kind of people who would have had a TV set in
the kitchen? She wondered. Judging from the
man's fastidiousness, Wilma decided they would not. Television and
eating would not go together, in his mind.

So she would have to put the
television set in the living room. By pulling and tugging at the
large, wooden console, she moved it across two rooms and put it in
place. Now she was aching all over.

And angry. She should be gone by
now.

It’s
Monday, for God's sakes. People might be coming
around.... Wilma scolded herself.
And I still have to get rid of the
Cadillac.

I might
enjoy driving this fancy car, she thought
idly as she steered it toward the stock pond at the far north end
of the property.

But that was out of the question, of
course. And she shouldn't be so full of pride and envy, either. She
felt a pang of regret as she watched the Cadillac glide into the
water, bubble and hesitate, before it plunged into the murky
depths.

This is a
scene straight out of "Psycho", she thought
wildly.

She
giggled, wondering if she were as insane as Norman Bates.
No, this wasn’t a crazy killing. This was an
execution. There’s a difference.

Before
leaving, Wilma took one last tour of the house, shed and garage,
carefully wiping with a dishtowel anything she might have touched.
She tucked the dishtowel into the glove box of her own car.
Nobody will miss one dishtowel. 

Well, she grinned, maybe Mr. Wanda-Ralph Spencer would.
She wished she had known him. She was certain she would have liked
him, under different circumstances.

Of course, it was the same
old thing... How come Wanda got all the men?

Her car
started on the first try. Why had it balked
before? She wondered. It really didn’t
matter. Relieved beyond words, she guided her car up the gravel
roadway, praying that she could enter the main highway unobserved.
Just a little more...she could see the highway,
now...

And her heart stopped. She heard the
approaching car before she saw it. And if she could see it, they
could see her. She could do nothing but wait. Holding her breath,
she watched the car approach, then hurtle by.

The car bore tags from another state;
not sure which state, but in the brief moment she had seen the
vehicle, she had noted it was not a “local” tag.

So, even
if they saw me, she thought,
what would it matter? Not being locals, they
couldn’t possibly think a car headed for the highway would be
significant.

A thought
struck her with such force that she slammed on the brakes, sweat
pouring off her forehead. The shotgun
blasts! She had been so afraid that someone
would see her that
she forgot that someone might have heard the shotgun blasts and then,
upon questioning the neighbors, they would have remembered hearing
shots sometime in the night. She would have to risk discharging the
gun again; even if someone might hear it today, they would dismiss
it as a hunter, poaching on the Spencer property.

Wilma sighed, parked the car slightly
off the roadway. Taking the shotgun with her into the brush close
to the property line, she pumped two shells into the
field.

Now,
hunters had been here, she thought
grimly.

Returning
to the car, she eased onto the highway, then gradually increased
her speed. Safe. It’s over. Nobody will
ever know.

But she
had a strange feeling that something – some Thing was watching her. Staring at her
from the tall grass alongside the highway.

 


The black cat crouched in the tall
weeds, tail twitching, yellow-gold eyes narrowing as if in deep
thought – watching as the gray Chevrolet moved past, down the
highway into the distance.

She waited until she could no longer
hear the noise from the car before she moved, silently, stealthily,
from her hiding place.

Only then did the cat turn, eyes
focused on the roadway leading to the farmhouse, to her Home and
her People. As she approached the house, a sense of disquiet came
over her. A restlessness, a vague sense that something had happened
there.

She stopped to consider this strange
new feeling searching her primal instincts for an
explanation.

Yes. A
strange Person had entered the House, suddenly, and then there was
–A loud, and violent, noise.
She had instinctively fled into the countryside,
far away from the Something happening at her
House.

That had been quite some time ago; she
had missed a couple of dinners, and instinct had led her to
scavenge at least twice for field mice.

Now, the cat approached the sunroom
door and paused cautiously.

Her
Mistress and the Man were here, after all – she smelled their presence. But where? She entered the house
through one of the myriad gaps in the foundation, into the former
porch turned sunroom. She prowled, circled the room, until she was
certain. They were here. Beneath the Room – She pawed at the floor,
crying softly.

But if they were beneath the house –
They were No More. The cat ceased her frantic pawing, sat back and
stared at the spot.

She lifted her small face to the
gentle breeze, and her keen sense of smell detected Something –
something that her primitive instinct registered as
Death.

Yes, I
remembered the Evil thing that had been here; the Evil thing had
taken her People away.

She crouched, pulling herself into a
ball, narrowing her green-gold eyes as she processed the
information assaulting her senses.

A stranger. Loud noise.
Escape.

What had happened here was not good.
That much she knew. Her People were No More.

Was this her Gift?

She must go.

The black cat turned away from the
House, her Place of Comfort, and emitted a long cry of anguish
before she fled once more into the sanctuary of the
underbrush.


 





Chapter Five

 


Granny Copes was a witch. Everyone in
town knew it, especially the kids who passed by the gloomy old
house on the hill, eyes wide with fright.

She lived
there all alone, and no one ever came to see her. And, in that
scary old house on the hill, every child above the age of three
years knew for a
certainty, that Granny Copes mixed potions and charms; every
Halloween she rode her broomstick over the peanut fields, and if
you listened real hard, you could hear her
cackling.

Of course, Granny Copes wasn't her
real name, all the adults said during rare moments of compassion.
Her first name was Irena, and her last name was something like
"Copelski" or some other "ski" name. Polish or Gypsy, even, but
shortened to be American. The older residents, in a futile effort
to be even more charitable to the old lady on the hill, said that
Granny Copes had been married once, even had a couple of children,
but after her kids moved away and her husband died, she just lost
heart. Now, she didn't even come out of her house.

A few of the older residents, who had
remembered the younger Irena, assured the others that the old lady
had done nothing to deserve that label, and they should be
compassionate. But, truth was known, many of the residents of
Slocum were afraid of the old lady on the hill. She was –
different, after all. Didn’t even speak ‘Merican,’ they reasoned.
Some dang furrin language nobody could understand. And when she did
speak, her accent was so thick, why, nobody could understand her
then, either. Something was wrong with that lady. And they didn’t
care to know what. Just leave her alone, they agreed. No telling
what goes on up there in that house on the hill. Big ol’ spooky
thing, anyway. Fit for a witch, they said.

So she passed her days in isolation,
except for that no-account Maria, her young Mexican maid, who
regularly stole from her employer and didn't even bother to show up
at the old house for days at a time; the last statement by her own
admission.

"The old woman don't even know when
I'm there," she defended herself. "She knows nothing, not day from
night," Maria insisted to the crowd that gathered each morning at
the drug store.

"She mixes potions, you know." She
lowered her voice, aware that she had all the attention she needed.
Maybe they wouldn't find out she had been stealing from the old
lady if she could keep them away from the house.

"Who knows what is in them? Vile
smells fill the house. She's a witch, I tell you!" She swept from
the store, green eyes shining in triumph.

A couple of nine- year- old boys
wheeled on their bikes and tore down the street, eager to spread
this latest news to their friends, so they could huddle together in
their hideout on chilly Halloween nights smoking and coughing on
cigarettes filched from their fathers, daring each other to go up
the hill, up to the witch's house and knock on her door. Wow!
Potions! Although they weren't quite sure exactly what "potions"
meant, nobody wanted to admit his ignorance by asking.

Granny Copes knew what the townspeople
were saying about her, and it grieved her that her neighbors could
think such outlandish things. True, in the old country when her
mother had been accused of witchcraft, her entire family had been
shunned, but Irena had comforted herself that when she reached the
new country and began her new life, all this would be
forgotten.

How ironic that what she had escaped
should be exactly the thing she was accused of here, in this new
and. She could have chosen to take every opportunity to dispute the
vicious rumors, but that would have meant going into town more
often, and she became increasingly reluctant to do so

Why bother? Her bones hurt much of the
time, and, to be truthful, she had no fight left in her.

Maria, she knew, was partly to blame
for the rumors being spread, but she needed the girl to do at least
some cursory cleaning, and help her with her bathing, so Irena
passively allowed the rumors to continue.

Soon even she began thinking of
herself as Granny Copes, The Old Witch on the Hill. It became a
game, of sorts, that she played with Maria; Irena rather enjoyed
seeing the girl's frightened eyes whenever she interrupted Irena's
"potion-making", which in reality, were simple home remedies for
arthritis, coughs and other minor ailments. And during her
“potion-making,” Irena spoke Polish; the language itself seemed to
instill even more fear in the girl.

Maria’s fear grew stronger, and her
hatred of the old woman increased so that many times she refused to
enter the hated house. On the rare days that she did show up for
work, she didn't bother to bathe and dress the old lady, but left
her in the same clothing for days, her hair matted until even Maria
took pity on her. But when the girl attempted to comb the tangles,
Old Granny Copes screamed with pain sending Maria fleeing in
terror.

The cycle repeated itself as the years
passed and the old lady's spirit diminished even as the lies
increased.

 



Chapter Six

 


It was Halloween. The nine-year old
boys were hampered in their game of running up to the Witch’s
Porch, ringing the doorbell and running off by a raging
thunderstorm. The Hill Country of Texas did not adhere to any
standard weather pattern; it would just as soon rain on the Fourth
of July, as be 80 degrees on Thanksgiving. Halloween here was
certainly no exception.

Granny
Copes retired early, after a meager supper, alone, as usual;
that no-account Maria had not been in the house at
all today, she thought. I must speak to her when she comes in
tomorrow.

Her sleep was interrupted first by
thunder, then by what sounded like an animal crying in the night,
first a faint cry, then somewhat closer, until it sounded as though
the animal was right on her front doorstep.

Struggling from her bed, Irena
descended slowly down the massive staircase, opened her front door
to investigate and found a cat. A sleek black cat, at
that.

As she stooped to pick up the
creature, she said aloud, “Well, kitty-cat. Are you lost? Come
inside, with old Granny Copes. After all, every witch should have a
black cat.” She smiled wryly at her little joke.

"The storm scared you? And you’re
hungry, too."

She
examined the cat as she walked slowly into the kitchen. Fumbling
for the light switch, she wondered: Where
is that Maria? She's never around when I need her.


She opened the refrigerator, the light
spilling into the room. It was sufficient for a woman familiar with
her own house.

She and the cat inspected the meager
contents.

"Milk?" she asked softly. "Would my
black cat like some milk? It appears that is all I have to
offer."

She pulled the carton from the shelf
and turned to the cabinet in search of a bowl, finding only one.
Everything else, she noticed, had been piled in the sink to be
washed whenever Maria got around to it.

She frowned. The milk smelled sour;
how long had it been since she had sent Maria to the store? When
was she last here...from the looks of it, several days, at
least.

Anger rose in her and she promised
herself she would confront that lazy girl tomorrow. As Irena
unconsciously uttered an oath of disgust, the cat jumped from her
arms, running for the safety of a dark corner.

Irena set the bowl of milk gently on
the floor. The cat hesitantly crept from her corner toward the
milk, then began to lap, tentatively at first, then more
greedily.

While the cat was occupied, Irena
examined her collar for a tag. She found one, but it had no address
or veterinarian's number on it. Just her name.

"Folly?"
Irena spoke softly. "I don't think you're my ‘folly.’ Not at
all."

The cat raised her head from the bowl,
seemingly in agreement with Granny Copes, then returned to her
lapping of the milk.

Granny Copes wondered briefly about
the family who had lost their pet and what circumstances would have
caused such a loss, but then realized the cat had come to her. A
black cat had come to The Witch. Then she must give it a name
worthy of a witch's cat.

A black cat, black like the night.
Like the unknown...A chime from one of the many clocks in her vast
house sounded the hour: midnight.

It was tomorrow, already. Sunday. A
church day, in her days gone by. Church had been important to her,
once, when Eric had been alive, when they had first come to this
country and began building their business together. She had taken
their children to church on the Sabbath, but now that the children
were grown and gone, she no longer attended. Besides, witches don't
go to church... she stopped in mid-thought.

“I found her on the
Sabbath. Oh, what a fine name!” She clapped her hands and laughed
aloud, startling the cat, who had finished the milk and who now
crouched, tail whipping gently to and fro, yellow-green eyes
studying her new Person.

"Come, Sabbath," Granny Copes urged
gently. She closed the refrigerator door, and the room plunged into
darkness again.

But with the sureness of someone who
has lived all her life within the confines of the same house, she
led the way from the kitchen into a cavernous hallway, toward the
stairs.

"You and I can see quite well in the
dark, can't we, Sabbath?" she said softly as she gripped the oak
banister.

"But then, a witch and her cat ought
to be able to see in the dark, shouldn't we?"

She laughed again, but softer than
before, being careful not to startle the cat as she had
inadvertently done in the kitchen.

Sabbath?
The cat pondered her new name. Well, it made no difference what
label her Persons put on her. And since this Woman seemed to enjoy
the new name, she would accept it. And, in keeping with her
knowledge that she was, indeed, a very special cat befitting her
Gift, Sabbath seemed to be appropriate.

Irena
Copelski "Granny Copes" knelt by her bed while her new resident
jumped up on the bed, chose her territory and curled herself into a
ball. Thank you for sending me this new
creature, who will keep me company and comfort me in times of need,
as I will also care for her. Amen. She then
crawled into bed where the old woman and her new pet slept soundly
till morning.

 



Chapter Seven

 


Even though it was Sunday, Maria's
presence was required. The girl plodded sullenly up the hill from
town and let herself in by the back door.

As she turned around and put her purse
on the cabinet, she screamed.

"A
cat, mia Dios, a cat, get away, oh, my God!" She backed
into the corner, reaching for the broom.

"Go away, you miserable beast," she
flailed at it desperately.

Sabbath scurried from this new Person
in her house who was making threatening gestures at her, but paused
in the dining room to peer from beneath the huge oak
breakfront.

Sabbath felt herself confused by this
new turn of events. The old Woman of last night had been gentle, as
her first Mistress had been, and she had felt a measure of comfort
in that. But this Woman, the one who pursued her with a broom, she
was to be watched and not trusted, ever.

Maria's cries had wakened Irena, who
ran down the stairs, fastening her dressing gown around her thin
waist. She found Maria jabbing at the breakfront, desperately
trying to force the cat from her safety zone.

"Maria!" Irena spoke sharply, over the
shrieking and cursing of her maid.

"Stop that. Put the broom down and
leave the cat alone. She will not harm you."

"Where did
that – that thing come from?" Maria panted, nonetheless putting the broom down,
more from the knowledge that it was doing her no good than from
obeying her employer's instructions.

"She came to me last night," the old
lady said, coaxing the cat from her hiding place and holding her
close.

"In the middle of the thunderstorm, I
heard her crying on the front porch, and I let her in. I fed her
and gave her a new name."

She smiled softly at what she knew
would add fuel to the rumors about her.

"I have decided to name her Sabbath."
She stroked the cat, gazing levelly at Maria.

Maria's mouth opened and closed,
making no sound.

"Close your mouth. Good Lord, the
kitchen is a disgrace. How long has it been since I sent you to the
market? There's no food in this house. I want fruits and vegetables
and a chicken, and we need more milk; that in the refrigerator is
spoiled.

"As is everything in the refrigerator.
Go. Go right away. And, when you return, I want this place cleaned
up, dishes washed.... it’s a disgrace. Do you
understand?"

The girl hung her head mumbling, "Si,
Senora."

"English, please, Maria." Irena knew
very well the girl could speak English. She halted, suddenly
conscious of the fact that she smelled bad. She caught a glimpse of
herself in the hall mirror and gasped.

How long
had it been since I’ve bathed, had my hair washed and
combed? She felt shame, at first. Then she
felt anger, anger at Maria, who was supposed to take care of her,
or at least, to remind her of such matters. Irena was no longer
able to quite remember when she had last eaten, or bathed, or sent
the girl to the market.

And the girl had taken advantage of
her, even robbed her, she was sure. But the loss of mere
possessions did not enrage her so much as the girl's
neglect.

"Before you go to the market, run my
bath. And I must have my hair washed," she added with a fierce
dignity.

Maria fled upstairs to draw the old
woman's bath.

“I hope
she drowns in her precious bath water,” she muttered, her cheeks
red. “And her precious cat, too. Wait till I tell everyone in town
about the old lady’s cat.... her damn black cat.”

Then a terrifying thought almost
paralyzed her as she turned the water taps on full, and hot and
steamy water rose toward her, water so hot, as if from hell
itself...

This black cat named
Sabbath, owned by a witch. What if the stories were true? What if
the old woman really was a witch and now she’s ready to destroy the
town and everyone in it?

“I will be the first,”
Maria concluded dismally. “I could be dead for days up here, and
nobody would ever know...”

She looked up from the steamy bath to
see the cat – that cat from hell who seemed to stalk her – standing
in the doorway, gazing steadily at her.

"I could drown you," Maria hissed as
she dissolved a handful of bath oil beads in the full tub and
swished them around with her hand.

Sabbath approached the girl, tail
twitching, eyes intently studying her.

This is a
Foolish Woman, Sabbath thought. She might
enjoy making her afraid of her, but the Foolish Woman was already
doing a good enough job herself. So she merely sat, calmly and
quietly, her eyes fixed on the Woman.

Maria rose from her knees, trembling,
snatched a towel from the rack, wiping her hands. She had better go
get the old woman while the water was still hot.

She would deal with the cat
later.

 


Within hours of Maria's foray into
town, the latest Granny Copes story was all over town. She had a
black cat now, named Sabbath.

Maria saw it with her own eyes, and it
spat at her and tried to bite her and the old lady just laughed.
Maria had only to tell the checkout girl at the supermarket to be
assured that the story would be repeated, each repetition becoming
more and more involved than the last, until finally the legend of
the Witch on the Hill had added not just the black cat named
Sabbath, but that the old woman had gone out at midnight on
Halloween to the graveyard and danced her witch's dance on the
tombstones in the moonlight till she fell down in a dead
faint.

"I was staying at the house, I was so
worried about the old lady, you know.”

She managed to look forlorn, as if her
employer actually meant something to her besides a steady
paycheck.

“Something woke me," Maria
had said to the checkout girl solemnly, "and I went looking for
her, and found her in the middle of the cemetery, shivering in the
chilly night, barefoot. I had to carry her home.

"I ran a warm bath with scented oils
and bathed her scratches and sores."

Maria took very good care of the old
lady, the town folk agreed.

And every time Maria came down from
the old witch's house on the hill, she had a new tale or two: "She
grows herbs and spices for potions,” she said one day.

It was true that Irena, revitalized by
the company of her cat, was now puttering around in her small herb
garden, reminiscent of her days in Europe long ago, when she
enjoyed gardening. As her health improved, so did her spirits, and
she actually sang to herself as she strode through the gloomy
house, throwing shutters open, insisting that Maria bring plants
into the house, and always, always, accompanied by that damn
cat.

Maria no longer made any overt
attempts to kill the cat. She avoided the feline with fear and
loathing, and the cat reciprocated, keeping her distance, but with
a watchful eye.

"I'll kill you yet," Maria promised
under her breath as she went sullenly about her chores.

"Do this, do that...the old witch is
about to work me to death," she pouted to her boyfriend one
night.

"I liked it the way it was, when she
was out of her head and didn't know what day it was and I could do
as I pleased."

Her boyfriend nodded in agreement.
"You are so tired all the time, now. Why don't you just
quit?"

"Stupid, stupid! I can't just quit. I
don't have another job – yet. I have to give her notice after I get
another job, and then I'll get my pay –-"

"Not if you just take your pay and
leave," he stroked her arm.

"What do
you mean? You mean steal
from her?"

She tried to sound indignant, but
remembering that she had told Reynaldo she had stolen from the old
woman already, the words came out in a muffled laugh.

"Exactly. She doesn't know what's
going on, really, does she?"

Her eyes narrowed. "That's the
problem. I've never seen her so – alive. She gardens. She walks
around the grounds, singing to herself. She even cooks sometimes.
And she reads..."

She shrugged as if to say the
situation was hopeless.

"And what does the old witch cook,
hmmm? Potions? Love potions?"

He drew her to him and she yielded to
his strong arms around her.

"Love potions for lovers to use on
nights like this?"

She giggled. "Oh, yes, love potions.
She cooks them in a big iron pot in the back yard over a fierce
fire..."

"A fire as hot as me?" he coaxed,
guiding her hand to his warmest spot.

"Hot as hell," she sighed.

"And she reads, too? She reads – books
with dirty pictures?"

She had never seen Reynaldo so
excited, so eager to make love. Maybe the old lady herself was a
love potion...she laughed.

"Yes. Books with pictures of naked men
and women and they are doing such things as I have never
seen..."

And now each time Maria came down from
the house on the hill, she invented more stories for Reynaldo to
spice their lovemaking.

Maria grew almost grateful to the old
lady for unwittingly contributing to her bountiful sex life. Each
new herb pulled from the garden and put into a healthy soup
provided fodder for Maria's next tale. Each new book Maria saw in
Irena's lap in the evenings became a pornographic epic by the time
Maria's fertile imagination finished with it; she breathlessly
whispered imaginary passages from the imaginary books into her
lover's ear.

Of course,
Reynaldo could not keep such sexual prowess to himself. He bragged
to his compadres,
further embellishing the stories Maria had brought down from the
hill. These tales spread further and became even more grossly
obscene, finally reaching Maria's ears, and causing her to be even
more delirious with happiness.

 



Chapter Eight

 


Years passed, and on the fifth year of
Sabbath’s life in the huge old house, Granny Copes fell one day in
her beloved garden. Irena brushed it off as "Just a clumsy misstep
on my part, nothing to worry about."

When she fell a second and a third
time, Maria became alarmed; if the old lady died, she would lose
her job. And, besides, to her astonishment, Maria had become fond
of the old witch. For the first time, the two women maintained some
amount of peace between them.

When Maria arrived at the house for
work – right before Christmas, the beautiful season she adored, and
the old lady had actually given her a week off to go see her
relatives in Mexico – well, Maria arrived that morning with a song
on her lips. She put on the teakettle for breakfast, as she always
did. She noticed that sometime during the night, the Missus (she
even thought of her differently, now, she smiled) had come into the
kitchen for a little snack; remnants of a piece of pie and glass of
milk still stood on the countertop in the otherwise spotless
kitchen.

Maria had to agree that the old house
did look better now that it was cleaned regularly, she let sunshine
in every day, even in the winter, and the whole universe seemed to
sparkle....

Softly
humming Feliz Navidad, Maria took the kettle off the fire, poured water into a
china cup, dropped a tea bag in, and set off toward the
stairs.

Odd that the cat wasn't around, she
mused. Sabbath generally dogged her footsteps, if a cat can "dog"
someone's footsteps.

Passing by the library, Maria caught a
glimpse of the cat, crouched in front of the large wingback chair
the Missus loved to sit in.

So she was already up this morning,
reading one of the fine leather bound volumes from her extensive
library. Classics, all of them. Some in another language – her
native Polish, the Missus had confided.

She had offered to let Maria borrow
any of the books she wanted. She might do that, today, she thought
as she approached the chair.

"Good morning, Missus."

She put the teacup down on the table
next to the chair.

So much
into her reading she can't answer, Maria
thought.

Sabbath brushed against her legs.
Maria jumped, knocking over the small table, sending the cup
crashing to the floor.

"Look what you've done!"

She turned to pick up the broken
pieces, breathlessly explaining, "Sorry, Missus, the cat scared me;
he's never – I mean, she's never come near me before, and I
jumped."

She looked at the old lady, expecting
a scolding for breaking the china cup.

The Missus sat motionless in her
chair.

 


"Dead," she breathed to Reynaldo later
in his bed. "The old lady was dead in her chair."

She stifled a sob; she did not want
her boyfriend to see that she was grieving over the old lady’s
death.

In fact, the instant Maria saw that
the old woman was dead, she dropped to her knees and wept,
astonished at herself. She allowed herself several moments of
unrelenting sobbing before she straightened, turned to the
telephone, and called the doctor:

"Dr. Shores? This is Maria at Mrs.
Copes' house. Please come; I think she is dead."

Of course, she knew she was quite
dead, and had been for some time, but from what cause, she could
not say.

She only knew that, as much as she had
wanted to kill the old lady some years earlier, she was now
grateful that she had never actually done it. She didn't think she
would even be accused of any wrongdoing, as the body looked
peaceful and undisturbed.

She had probably died of – what do you
call it when you get real old and they don't know what else to call
it? Oh, yes, natural causes.

"So the old lady died sitting in her
chair?" Reynaldo prompted her. “Was she reading?" His eyes grew
wide with anticipation.

"Oh, yes. She was reading, all
right."

She struggled for composure; she could
hardly speak, feeling she was betraying the old woman. She choked
on her tears, silently praying for forgiveness.

"She was seated in her big chair, by
the fireplace, with a big book in her lap."

Maria saw the scene again, the
peaceful look on the wrinkled face, her body clad in a soft green
silk dressing gown, glasses still on her nose...

"Go on," Reynaldo insisted. "She’s
reading, in her big chair – what kind of book? Many pictures? Of
naked men and women?"

She nodded, too afraid of losing him
to not play the game.

"Naked men and women, and - she was
naked, too." Maria almost choked on her lie.

"The old lady? Naked? I'll bet that
was a sight!" Reynaldo pulled her to him, placing his hand on her
inside thigh.

Maria sighed, yielding to her rising
passion.

What the hell did she care about the
old woman, anyway? She had been mean to her, most of the years.
She’s dead. I'm alive, here with my boyfriend.

And she whispered one more thing in
his ear even as he entered her: "Naked, fish-belly
white.”

He grunted, feeling her pubic hair
with obvious pleasure

“And you know what? The old
witch had no hair down there!"


 





Chapter Nine

 


People came to her House and took her
Person away. Sabbath hid in the underbrush near the house, in the
cold night air, until survival instinct forced her back to the
house.

Warily, she entered the way she had
always exited, through the broken cellar window, and she stayed
there, listening for sounds from above.

Days and nights passed. She waited,
for what she didn't know, but it wasn't safe to come out,
yet.

Not yet.

She foraged outside for field mice,
drinking water from a nearby stream, returning to the cellar
between feeding times. At times, she heard voices and footsteps.
One the voices she recognized as Maria’s.

Sabbath retreated deeper into the
shadows.

Then she heard the great front door
closing and there was silence, for a very long time.

Sabbath missed her Person, much as she
had some time long ago, mourned the loss of other Humans she had
depended upon. She waited and she dreamed; she grew thin and
lonely, yet she could not leave her House, not yet....



One bright winter day Sabbath was
awakened by the faint click of the front door lock. She poised
herself, ready to take flight again.

It had been a long time since People
had been in her House. Sabbath crept from her hiding place and
stationed herself in the shadows of the stairway, watching the Man
as he entered...

Tommy Joe Greenleaf whistled softly in
astonishment.

The gloomy old house on the hill was
everything they ever said it was, all right. And then
some.

He hadn't believed any of the rumors
that circulated among the town folk; in fact, he had met Irena
Copelski and her husband, years ago, and was sorry that the old
lady had had to go through so much grief in her later
years.

He shook his head at the injustice of
it all. Then he remembered his mission here – and swore under his
breath.

Damn! He didn't know how in the hell
he could rent this place.

It was too big for most folks, and
young people with an urge for a fixer-upper wouldn't like its –
history – shall we say.

He shivered in spite of himself.
Something about an empty house seemed so — sad.

A shame none of the old woman's kids
wanted it. But then, if they had wanted this house, he wouldn't be
here, thinking about the possibility of a hefty commission. If he
could rent the damned place.

"Lordy," he said aloud.

Sabbath answered with a soft rumble,
deep in her throat.

Sweat popped out on Tommy Joe's brow.
"Who's there?"

Sabbath emerged from the shadows to
sit at Tommy Joe's feet.

"Well, kitty cat!" he said, as relief
flooded over him.

"Where did you come from? Hey, you
must be the old lady's cat. Poor thing! Must have been locked up
here all this time. That brainless Maria forgot you, didn't she?
Left you here to starve....” he stooped and picked up the
cat.

Sabbath allowed herself to purr in
response.

"Well, kitty, you're kinda skinny, but
I think you'll be okay. But, hey, I'm supposed to look at this old
house, see what I can do about rentin' or sellin' it. Come on,
kitty, wanna come with me?"

Tommy Joe set the cat down. "Now,
don't you go away. I'll be outta here in a few
minutes..."

Moments later, Tommy Joe finished his
appraisal and headed toward the front door, calling, "Kitty, here
kitty, kitty."

There was no answer. He repeated his
call. Still no answer.

"Hey, cat, you ain't my
responsibility," he said aloud. "I gotta go now."

He stepped outside and turned to lock
the heavy door behind him.

Sabbath gazed up at him from the top
step.

"Well, how did you get out here? Look,
I don't know what I'm gonna do with you, cat. I can't take you home
with me. A black cat,” he examined the name tag on her collar,
“named –uh, Sabbath - who belonged to a witch? Lordy. Besides, I
gotta dog, eat you alive!”

He pondered a moment, then brightened
as he gathered the cat in his arms.

"Oh, hell, I almost forgot. I'll take
you to the V - E - T. Doc Kelly'll find you a home. You scared of
the V-E-T? My dog Boomer is. Onct, when he caught on where he was
headed, contrary thing ran clean to the next county!”

Sabbath had maintained her dignity and
did not cry out when the Man put her in the car. Although the Man
had mentioned the V-E-T, Sabbath did not allow herself to show any
sign of concern over their destination. From her vantage point in
the back window, she noted the scenery passing by the car
windows.

A faint
memory stirred...the land began to look familiar, somehow, and
soon, the Man stopped the car at a place where – she sensed she had
been here before¼or some place like it.

Yes, now she heard other creatures
inside, crying, yelping, stupid canines in pain and fear. Sabbath
knew what the words V E T meant.

The Man
picked her off her perch and carried her inside the
building. Surely this Man is not going to
abandon me here – not here, where I could lose my dignity, thrown
in with Dogs.

"Lo, Darlin’ Darlene," Tommy Joe said
as he entered the vet's office. "You been missin' me?"

"Oh, Tommy Joe," the vet's assistant
said, tossing her long mane of blonde hair. She picked up a
patient’s folder and pretended to seek its filing place, pointing
along the rows of files with her red acrylic nails.

She pouted prettily, her magnificent
breasts rising and falling with each deep breath. "I've got too
many things to do to mess with you."

Tommy Joe, staring at Darlene’s petite
figure, swallowed before he could answer: "Doc been working you too
hard?"

"He has not,” Sam Kelly answered,
coming into the waiting room.

"What're you doing with a cat?” His
bronze face broke into a wide grin. A shock of brown hair fell over
his high forehead as he handed Darlene another file; his large,
competent hands were in direct contrast to hers.

“You replacing your
retriever?" he continued.

"Nah. Guess I'll keep the big baby,”
Tommy Joe replied, shifting his weight uneasily. He thrust the cat
into the V E T’s arms. “Found this poor little thing in the old
house on the hill, over in Slocum. You know, the one that's
supposed to be a witch's house? Anyway, I went out to check on it
for rental property and this cat shows up – been locked up in there
for a long time. Thought you might check her over – see that she's
okay."

"Why, you old softie," Darlene cooed,
laying her chest on the counter’s ledge.

Tommy Joe blushed.

"Nah. I just thought the Doc could
fatten her up, put her up for adoption."

Doc Kelly had already taken Sabbath
into his hands giving her a cursory examination. "What are you
gonna do with her, Doc?"

"Oh, we'll fatten her up, give her the
necessary shots, then put her up for adoption. I get these
abandoned pets all the time. People think a puppy is cute, until he
turns into a dog. Same with kittens and cats. So they abandon them,
then somebody like you finds them and brings them here. Now we
have.... He looked at the name tag-

"Sabbath?"
He smiled. "And she's from that old witch's house? Suppose that old
lady was really a
witch, like they said?"

"Yeah," Tommy Joe said hastily. "Kinda
makes me wonder how the cat managed to get along, with nobody
around to feed her all that time...”

He broke off his thoughts about the
strange way the cat had appeared to him, then straightened. “Well,
gotta go write up this rental. Thanks for taking her in, Doc. I'll
pay for her shots.”

“No need. I'll pass that
cost on to the person who adopts her."

“Okay, then, " Tommy Joe
said as the veterinarian took the cat to one of the pens in the
back of the office.

“How ya been, Darlene?"
Tommy Joe turned his attention back to the receptionist.

Darlene smiled softly. “Oh, Tommy Joe,
that was so kind of you to look out for that poor little
kitty."

The intent of her smile was not lost
on Tommy Joe.

“Say, Darlene, would you
like to go see that new movie in Slocum Saturday night? That is, if
you're not already busy."

“That sounds like a fine
idea," she replied. "Pick me up at seven?"

I’m in
like Flynn, he thought as he strode to his
car. Oh, yeah. 

It was the cat what done
it.

 



Chapter Ten

 


She got the cat because of the
rat.

Joanna had never liked cats, not even
when as a child. Her two brothers always had cats, but the cats
made Joanna feel uneasy, and she avoided them as much as they
avoided Joanna.

Taffy, one of her brother’s many
calicos, chose the teenaged Joanna's closet floor to give birth to
a litter. The large pile of clothing seemed a natural spot for the
cat to give birth. While it amused everyone in the family but
Joanna, this incident only increased her resentment against all
cats in general.

When she was married, Michael had
wanted a cat. She steadfastly refused, and after Jason came along
and he reached five years of age, they reached a compromise of
sorts.

A boy should have a dog, Michael
insisted. So a mixed-breed grown male dog was added to the family.
Of uncertain lineage, the large, obedient, placid – well, let's
face it, Joanna had admitted, lazy, – hound practically begged to
be named Elvis.

Michael had wanted to call him Elvis
from the first time they saw him at the Humane Society, but Jason
cinched it when he asked, “Why does he look so sad all the
time?"

“I don't think he's really
sad all the time. I bet he's glad that he's going home to such a
big boy to play with. That mournful look is just the way he looks,"
Joanna assured him.

“Mournful?"

Joanna smiled. “You know, that might
be a great name for him."

Michael reluctantly abandoned the
Elvis tag; they paid the fees and led the dog, who wagged his tail
as expressively as he ever would, toward the exit. “Come on,
Mournful; let's go home, boy."

The name seemed to fit. Nothing
excited Mournful. He rarely barked, was gentle with Jason, and
generally behaved himself around the house.

Joanna got custody in the divorce some
six months later. Jason needed his playmate and besides, Michael
couldn't quite fit the large dog into his new bachelor lifestyle.
And Joanna had decided to move from the city to a place in the hill
country of Texas, where there was room for boy and dog to run, and
where she could have all the quiet she needed to write her
novel.

Michael blamed Joanna's successful
diet book for the divorce. She had thrown herself too much into it,
neglecting him and their son, he charged. But Joanna knew the
marriage had been over long before her book reached bestseller
status. Besides, if her adoring public knew the truth, Joanna had
put very little time and effort into devising the weight loss
method.

She had simply “borrowed" ideas from
other books and rewritten the dry, clinical language into an
entertaining, new concept, based on the theory that most overweight
women have low self-esteem from being overweight in the first
place, hate the restrictions diets place on them, give up dieting
as too difficult, then they feel low self-esteem again, and so were
caught in that no-win cycle.

Joanna's first chapter imposed no such
guilt on dieters, stressing self-worth of the individual right
where they were, regardless of weight, encouraging them to accept
themselves first, and then their subconscious would take it from
there.

Only Joanna didn't say the last part
about the subconscious doing all the work. She knew intuitively
that these dieters wanted and needed some kind regimen to follow.
When they really were changing their self-image, being kind to
themselves for the first time in their lives, they could point with
pride to “the diet."

When her manuscript was actually
submitted it to a publisher, the timing had been just right. Joanna
became an overnight success and her marriage fell apart.

“It’s all because of that
damned book! Michael had whined. God, how she hated to hear a grown
man whine. “You, of all people, who can scarcely boil water, write
a cookbook, of all things, and whatdaya know? It’s a freaking,
roaring success. And now you get the big head and want a divorce!
Well, fine. You’ve got it. Satisfied?”

“Michael, we haven’t had a
marriage in a long time,” she said quietly.

Silence filled the
room.

“And, it’s not a cookbook,
for the thousandth time!” Joanna retrieved a copy of her book from
the kitchen, for emphasis. “It’s a diet book with some recipes,
that’s all. I almost feel guilty for throwing the thing together
the way I did. A few ideas I’ve always had about dieting, a couple
of recipes and... well, I certainly didn’t think it would take off
the way it did, but since it has...

“Since it has, then, you
want a divorce. Right. Okay. I want to see Jason every weekend, and
one month during school vacations. A deal?”

“But that means I’ll have
to stay here, in New York. I thought I’d go somewhere; get a fresh
start...in the country, in Texas, maybe, where Jason can play
without my being afraid for his safety. I never want to feel the
fear I had when Jason was picked up in the market by that
man…”

“Texas? Why Texas? You’ve
never even been there. Besides, if you go there, I won’t get to see
Jason. I need to see my son.”

“Of course you want to see
your son, and you will, as often as you can get down to Texas. If
you’re ever sober long enough, that is.” Joanna regretted the jab
instantly.

“I’m not drinking any more,
Joanna. I swear it. Look, if you insist on the divorce, I keep
telling you, okay. But, as for you and Jason leaving town, why
don’t you consider the little towns in Connecticut? You’d fit right
in some of those “artsy-craftsy” places.”

“Dammit. Michael! That’s
one more reason we’re getting a divorce! You always have to be in
control. Of everything. I believe I’m competent to make my own
decisions, thank you. And I’ve decided to move to
Texas.”

Michael’s tone suddenly
became menacing: “Don’t leave, Joanna. I mean it.”

“Don’t threaten me,
Michael. You want a threat I can use in court? I know about your
playmates. I just beat you to the divorce court, that’s
all.”

“I’m warning you, Joanna.
If you leave me, you’ll regret it.”

Ignoring Michael’s pleas
and threats, Joanna proceeded to contact a lawyer and buy a car.
After poring over maps, had chosen the Hill Country of Texas as her
destination. Once, she had seen a documentary by Bill Moyers on
television, extolling LBJ and his Texas Hill Country residence; the
film had stayed on her mind and in her heart. As much information
as she could get her hands on soon convinced her that she had made
the right choice. It would be just what she and Jason needed. Open
spaces. Kind people. Small towns and a slow pace. Not to mention
the climate. Just think…no more blizzards, no snow, except for rare
occasions, and then they let the schools out; Jason was pleased
with that prospect.

On the day she was
leaving, Michael confronted her as she finished loading her
car.

“What do you want,
Michael?” She nonetheless started the car, and deliberately turned
on the air-conditioning even though it was chilly; autumn had
arrived in New York City. She could now hear only half of what
Michael was yelling.

“Michael. Get out of my
way.”

“I do believe you’d run
over me. Wouldn’t you?”

“For God’s sakes, Michael,
stop making a scene. Even for New Yorkers, this is a scene. And you
look awful. You need a shave. And have you been sleeping in your
clothes? Surely you’re not all broken up about our
divorce?

“Just get out of the way.
You can come and see Jason, any time you’re sober.
Okay?”

Michael stepped
aside.

Joanna gunned the motor
and shot down the street. His voice followed her:

“You’ll never make it
without me, Joanna. I’ll make you pay for this. You hear
me?”

As she turned the corner
leading to the freeway and to her new freedom, Joanna muttered
under her breath:

“Oh, yes I will make it,
Michael. I’ll make it without you. Or die trying.”

Yet, a stab of fear shot
through her. Suppose Michael did intend to cause trouble? To follow
her to Texas? He was certainly capable of causing her more
pain.

She forced herself to think of the
future.

 



Chapter Eleven

 


Joanna had enough money now so she
could afford to write full-time, and she really wanted to write the
novel that had been burning in her gut all those years married to
Michael.

Her chance had come, and loading
Jason, Mournful and all her possessions that she cared to take with
her into a U-Haul, she departed the city for the small Hill Country
town of Slocum and the perfect, isolated farm house with acreage
and a magnificent view of the surrounding countryside.

She recalled her conversation with the
rental agent who had, typically, two first names – Tommy Joe. Tommy
Joe Greenleaf. She hadn't actually met Tommy Joe before arriving at
his office, but had contracted through a real estate agency whose
reputation she trusted.

Tommy Joe's description of the
farmhouse had hooked her immediately.

“Actually, I have two old
houses for lease or sale, Miz Elliott," his voice crackled over the
phone line.

“This one and one over in
the next county. It's high on a hill, Victorian, with huge rooms
and a view to the next county. Like for you to look at it, too, if
you would."

Joanna asked the amount of the lease
on the Victorian, and although she was intrigued by the idea, the
asking price was too much; she opted in favor of the smaller, more
economical farmhouse.

“Actually, Miz Elliott,”
Tommy Joe “I could probably come down a bit on the Victorian. Tell
you what…why don’t you look at both of ‘em and then we’ll talk.
Okay?”

“Does the house have a
past? Is it haunted or something?" she laughed.

“Something like that,
Ma’am," he answered solemnly. “Old lady used to live in the
Victorian was supposed to be a witch."

“Really!" The germ of a
story planted itself in her mind. Haunted house. Complete with
Witch. How wonderful.

“I'd love to see it
sometime. Just out of curiosity. I don't think I'd feel comfortable
living there, though. Too many things that go bump in the night
might disturb my writing. Now, are you sure there's no ghosts
around the farmhouse in Slocum?"

Joanna sensed Tommy Joe's hesitation
on the other end of the line.

“Tell you what, Miz
Elliott. Why don't you come on down, look at both
properties?"

Joanna agreed she would meet him the
following Monday and sure enough, in the best tradition of the Hill
Country, Tommy Joe Greenleaf had treated her royally, meeting her
at the agency in town, suggesting first that they drive over to see
the Copes house.

“Just so you can see what
you're going to miss, Miz Elliott," he grinned.

He presented her with a white Cadillac
convertible, helping her to be seated in the passenger seat. “Now,
if you feel your pretty red hair will be messed up,” he said as he
swung into the driver’s seat, “I’ll put the top up.”

“I brought a scarf,” she
said, searching through her voluminous purse, finding it, and tying
it over her short hair.

“But I notice you don’t
have a head covering,” she said, noting the real estate agent’s
hair was also red, what little he had left of it.

Tommy Joe Greenleaf laughed. “No need
to worry about my shiny head, Miz Elliott. Shoot, a sunburn will
make it look like I actually have more red hair!”

It was a warm spring-like day and a
drive through the hills sounded refreshing, particularly with
someone else doing the driving. She felt a bit adventurous, too,
since she had come alone, leaving Jason with her mother for a few
days, and while she had never left him before, she discovered that
she felt all independent and grown up, somehow. She was with a real
estate agent, looking for a place of her own.

Hers. Not somebody else's. For her and
Jason to live in, for her to write in, in splendid solitude – she
had in her mind a sun-lit room with wicker furniture and plants and
a view of huge old tress – and now she had her chance to find
it.

She shivered in anticipation, and
Tommy Joe mistook her gesture as a sign of fear.

“Now, Miz Elliott, this
Copes place, no matter what the town talk might have been about
being a witch's house – we know better than that – it's really big
and perfect for a little boy to run in, and you bein' a celebrity
and all, you could have great parties there with all your
publishers and editors and some of the town folk, even."

“Town folk like my real
estate agent?"

“Well, yeah,” he
laughed.

They rounded a curve in the road and
were looking straight at the Copes house.

Joanna gasped. It was lovely.
Rambling, huge, Victorian, windows with gingerbread, a magnificent
acreage leading from the house down the hillside – undoubtedly a
garden in the back. Jason and Mournful would love it.

Tommy Joe braked in front of the
house.

“Ready to go in, or would
you like to look outside first, in the back and around the
outside?" The agent was poised with a key to the house in his beefy
hand.

“Inside," Joanna
answered.

He nodded, inserted the key, and swung
the huge door open.

She could see nothing but oak
paneling. Dark hardwood floors.

Joanna frowned. “It's very dark
inside."

“Oh, that'll keep it cooler
in the summertime, when it's hottern' blazes outside. See the high
ceilings and large windows help circulate the air."

He was striding from the hallway into
what Joanna assumed to be the parlor, but turned out to be a
library of sorts.

“The kids came and took
most of the furniture and books, kitchenware and so forth. Whatever
they wanted. Left other stuff they figured some renter might could
use, like beds and chairs." He led the way into the kitchen,
another dark room with old, utilitarian appliances and only one
small window.

Joanna began to feel suffocated,
somehow. In such a large house, she felt claustrophobic. She needed
light, and air. She could not live in this house, not for a
minute.

“Thank you, Mr. Greenleaf,"
Joanna said firmly. “I've seen enough. I don't think I'm
interested. Could we go see the farmhouse now?"

Tommy Joe sighed. He didn't think he
would ever rent this old place. Well, he'd make some kind of
commission off the Spencer farmhouse, anyway.

If Miz
Elliott didn't mind the history behind that place.

“Miz Elliott, you say
you’ve got a boy? How old is he?”

“Yes, I have a son. Jason.
He’ll be six and a half next month. Right now, he’s with my mother
in Oklahoma. I can’t wait for him to see our new home. How about
you, Mr. Greenleaf? Any family?”

He shook his head. “I was adopted.
Came to Slocum a couple of years ago; got tired of big-city living.
Not making much of a living here, but I don’t much care. I like
country living, and I think you will, too.”

On the drive back to Slocum, Tommy Joe
began describing the circumstances under which the farmhouse was
vacant.

“Mr. and Mrs. Spencer
evidently went on a trip one day and just didn't come back.
Vanished, I guess you'd say. No relatives around, so it took quite
a while for people around here to miss ‘em. The Sheriff came out,
took a look around, and decided they had gone away on a trip, been
killed in an accident, and their bodies hadn't been
found.

“Like on some of these old
country roads around here –a person could run off the road and
tumble down into one of those dry gullies, and with all the
underbrush to conceal a car, why, it's been years sometimes before
anybody's been found like that. Probably what's happened to the
Spencers, although everyplace around here's been searched
thoroughly, on foot, on horseback, even, and nary a sign. So they
must have gone out of state, or something, just not been found
yet..." his voice trailed off.

“That's pretty awful. No
relatives at all?"

“Well, Miz Spencer, Wanda’s
her name, has a sister, but her sister's not very talkative, and if
you ask me, not very likeable. She said she hadn't had any contact
with Wanda in years and didn't care to now." He shook his
head.

“Strange woman, that Wilma.
Not at all like her sister Wanda. Wanda was always the popular one,
but Wilma turned sour on life real early; been that way ever since.
Wanda real pretty and Wilma like an old prune. She could have been
just as pretty as her sister, but something turned her –" his voice
trailed off.

He thought Joanna wouldn't be
interested in his ramblings, about the town gossip, but he was
wrong. Joanna urged him on, and soon Joanna had heard all about the
Foulkes family and their daughters. Soon, they were pulling onto
the gravel road leading to the farmhouse.

“Good road, all-weather,"
Tommy Joe pointed out as they slowed to accommodate the gravel
surface.

“The house's not too far
from the main highway."

“Does the school bus stop
here?"

“Oh, yes ma'am," Tommy Joe
said. “Good school system here. Your boy's how old?"

“Six. He'll be in the first
grade," Joanna's eyes misted over. Her baby, going to
school.

They rounded a curve in the
road.

“There it is,” Tommy Joe
said.

“I love it," Joanna said
instantly. Joanna surveyed the grounds, the wide windows on the
side of the house, lots of air, lots of light, and lots of room but
not so big that she couldn't handle it by herself...her mind was
racing.

“You haven't even seen it,
yet. Never know about people and their tastes. I'd have sworn you
would have taken the Copes place, but instead, you sort of seem
drawn to this old farmhouse."

“I'd like to see
inside."

Lord, she loved the South and its
people, she thought as she entered the farmhouse behind Tommy Joe.
Comfortable, practical. Charming home.

It was all she had ever wanted in a
house. Room enough for Jason and the dog to roam. Large living
room, a dining area large enough for her Duncan Fyffe dining room
set that she and Michael had purchased shortly after their
marriage; bathrooms had been updated, yet hadn’t lost their charm;
large master bedroom, with what would be Jason’s room just down the
hall. A storage room. Room for linens, towels, Jason’s spillover
toys, books. Best of all, a friendly kitchen, with enough space for
a breakfast table and chairs.

Her heart stopped beating a moment or
two when she glanced through the kitchen into the sun
porch.

What evidently had been a porch, years
ago before the house metamorphosed into its present “modern"
condition, presented now as a “sun room." The name was appropriate.
Light streamed through the wide curtain-less windows.

Joanna’s dream would come true, here
in this room. She envisioned hanging baskets, white wicker
furniture, a braided oval rug, and her desk and computer, right
under the middle windows. Lots of light, cheerful plants around,
warm in the winter, cool in the summer, thanks to the high
ceilings…

She hugged herself, even managed a
small squeal of delight, seeing how this place looked just right
for her, thanking her lucky stars, or whatever had led her to this
place at this time.

“I'll take it, Mr.
Greenleaf," she managed to say. “When can I move in?”

“Aw, call me Tommy Joe. And
you can move in anytime you want.”

She returned to her mother’s house in
Pennsylvania, told Jason of his new home, the large acreage he
would have to run with Mournful, the good school he’d be attending,
the school bus stopped at the end of their driveway…

Although Jason appeared nonchalant,
she recognized a small glimmer of excitement, as if he were holding
back his pleasure, afraid it would be snatched from him before he
got there.

Joanna felt the same way. She couldn’t
believe her good fortune, she told her mother over and over. Just
the perfect place. Perfect for Jason and Mournful, and the sunroom
– ah, it would be her office, her study, where she would write and
gaze out at the vast expanse of sky, watching the seasons change,
the clouds billowing before dispersing.

In just two days, she packed herself
and Jason’s possessions once again into her car and headed toward
Slocum, Texas.

She moved in on a Thursday.

And on the first night she met the
mouse/rat.


 





Chapter Twelve

 


Throwing open the cabinets over the
sink, Joanna jumped back, barely suppressing a shriek.

“Something’s in there.
Something – furry. And quick. And big.”

“Prolly a big ol’ rat,”
Jason said, eating cereal at the kitchen table, swinging his short
legs.

“Jason, the word is
‘prob-a-bly’,” she corrected him, all the time eyeing the cabinets
for evidence of more – critters.

“And, yes, it could be a
rat. What it’s doing inside my cabinets, I’ll never understand.
Ughhh.”

The creature had evidently taken up
residence in the kitchen cabinets; Joanna heard it gnawing during
the first night, after she and Jason had gone to bed, and more than
being frightened at the sound, she was annoyed that her dream house
had such a flaw.

Well, tomorrow she would get traps and
get rid of the unwelcome visitor to her house. She yawned, turned
over and went back to sleep.

Joanna had been blessed with the
ability to fall into a deep sleep even when troubled by unresolved
problems. No tossing or turning for her, even when confronted with
the problem of how to get rid of the rat.

Joanna was reluctant to unpack her
kitchen things and put them in the cabinets since the rat seemed to
favor this location. She never could actually see the critter, of
course, particularly when she stalked over to the cabinet where she
could have sworn he had been gnawing a moment ago. She flung it
open; again, no rat to be seen.

At last, she and Jason tired of
dinners at the local McDonald's and she was forced to deal with the
mouse/rat.

That's the way she thought of the
furry little beast – it was, in all probability, a little field
mouse that had sought shelter, food and water in this abandoned
house. He probably looked upon Joanna as the intruder.
Nevertheless, Joanna determined to get rid of
him/her/it.

She and Jason made their first foray
into town to buy groceries and a couple of traps for the
mouse/rat.



“You're Miz Elliott, aren't
you?" the cashier inquired as her purchases whizzed by, recorded by
the automatic scanner.

News
travels fast in small towns. “I am," Joanna
acknowledged, taking a pack of gum from the rack and laying it on
the counter.

Jason grinned. He always got a pack of
gum when they went to the grocery store. It was a ritual; he seemed
happy to know his mom had not forgotten it.

“Don't forget the traps for
the rat," Jason prompted loudly.

Joanna felt her face flush with
embarrassment. “It's not a rat. It's a little field mouse who's
taken up residence in the kitchen," Joanna explained to the
checker.

“Oh, Miz Elliott, I think
your boy might be right. Probably a big ol' rat. Take a big trap to
get him."

And she shouted across the store for
one of the stock boys, “Chris, bring me a couple of them big ol’
rat traps for Miz Elliott."

Joanna
writhed. Tell the whole world,
she muttered under her breath.

Already
regarded with some suspicion as “that new writer lady" Joanna
thought now the word would be out that “she's got rodent
problem." Oh, brother.

Back at the farmhouse, Joanna set the
traps, one baited with cheese, the other with peanut butter. That
night, she awakened to the sound of the mouse/rat gnawing inside
the cabinet. She waited breathlessly for the telltale “click"
indicating the trap had sprung.

No sound came from the kitchen for a
long time. She decided she could wait till morning to check the
trap.

The next morning, Joanna checked the
cabinet.

The mouse/rat had taken the bait from
both traps.

At this very moment, Joanna thought,
he's somewhere in this kitchen, feasting on cheese and peanut
butter and laughing at me.

“What am I going to do
now?" She asked herself aloud.

 


“Why don't we get a cat?"
Jason appeared in the doorway, eyes half open. He seated himself at
the kitchen table.

As she gathered cereal from the
pantry, milk from the refrigerator and a spoon and bowl from boxes
stacked on the countertop, Joanna hardly heard the
suggestion.

Her gaze was drawn to the empty
sunroom. She would get a new desk, a sleek white top and black
legs, large enough to accommodate her word processor and printer.
She would write, surrounded by white wicker furniture, hanging
ferns, her books and mementoes stacked in open bookcases lined
against the inside wall...yes, she would get to this room
soon.

“Rats don't come around
cats," Jason continued, pouring milk on his cereal, spilling a
cupful on the table.

This time she heard Jason.
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