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Journal
 July, 1999

I stayed at a writer’s retreat run by an elderly couple, David and 

Pearl Watterworth. They rented me an apartment attached to their 

house. David was a retired Presbyterian minister. He went back to 

school for his teaching degree after he retired. He taught school for a 

while and then owned a restaurant. His wife, Pearl, was a piano teacher. 

They retired to what they call Wadajo Lodge, where I stayed. They have 

owned the lodge since 1961 and occasionally rent out the apartment to 

an aspiring writer. 

 The lodge sits about two miles down a gravel road called Grace’s 

Cabin Road, not far from Wappacomo. It faces the South Branch River 

in Hampshire County, West Virginia. Its terraced gardens run down to 

the river. Stone walls buttress the house as much as they can against the 

river’s flooding. The South Branch River had flooded Pearl and David 
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twice before. Once, the water got higher than six feet inside of the house. 

Pearl doesn’t want to lose another piano. The walls of the house were in 

tiers, like the gardens, and dark green ivy covered them. The daylilies in 

the yard were taller than I am. The flowers and greenery had taken over 

the entire area, leaving only a small section of grass. 

 The walkway leading up to the house is made of found pieces of 

slate. David’s hobby is refurbishing homes. In his spare time, he brings 

sections of rock down from the hillside above the house to make the walls 

and the walkways. There is a section of brick walkway that takes over after 

the section of found stone, and around the house to the side facing the 

river the brick walkway turns into stone that has been carefully embedded 

into the ground from when the house was first built. I liked the gradual 

transition of walking as one kind of stone turned into another: from shale 

to river rock to found stone.

 I drove up from North Carolina in my jeep, getting there with enough 

time to unpack before the river darkness fell onto Wadajo Lodge. River 

darkness is a deep darkness you can’t fight against with any flashlight or 

candle, so I wanted to be unpacked before then.
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I brought Bruno, my part cocker spaniel, who was nine years old. I fed 

Bruno and Fred, the Watterworths’ ten-year-old yellow lab, who was so 

very fat. I knew I’d like the Watterworths when I saw Fred—I knew right 

away how they spoiled him. I had forgotten how cool the mountains 

felt—how the dampness makes my hair curl, what July could be like on 

the river. 

I drove to the graveyard—to Three Churches, West Virginia, where 

my father was born and is buried. My father, grandmother, grandfather, 

my aunt Phyllis I never knew, my Poppy, and other relatives I never 

knew are all buried there. And of course, I want to be buried there. 

The roads are all winding and narrow. I went slowly because I am 

only used to the wide, straight Southern roads.

Time doesn’t seem to work here—everything is still the same. Houses 

slowly lose their paint, then sag, and soon the only things left are shack-

like structures with vines growing through the slats. It reminded me of 

a science project I did with my grandmother. We took saltwater and a 

pencil and put them in an old cup, and then we put the cup in a closet 

for a few weeks. As the saltwater evaporated, the salt grew to cover the 
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Top: The unforgiving West Virginia vines grow over an old wagon. Bottom: 
This is one of the many structures that nature has reclaimed in the isolated 
hills of Hampshire County. My father was born in just such a structure.
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pencil. That’s what the Hampshire County landscape does to everything. 

No one tears anything down. The vines are like salt tears covering the 

pencil or, in this case, the buildings. The buildings run down all by 

themselves until grass and vines engulf them, slowly taking them back 

over—once and for all.

As I drove the road, it felt like I was climbing an umbilical cord to 

its source. People waved to me like I was one of their own—why would 

anyone else be on this road? And I am one of theirs—only removed by 

a few generations. My father was born in a wooden shack not far from 

here, but I couldn’t find it. I took pictures of what I thought could be 

the shack just in case it was. But Deliverance was on my mind because 

I was alone in the woods. I can’t drive on a dirt road anymore in West 

Virginia without thinking of James Dickey. 

There was construction on the road, so I put the Celtic group the 

Chieftains in the CD player and waited. The pilot car took me past all 

three churches, and like an idiot I followed, having to turn around and 

go back, and then wait again for the pilot car. I didn’t remember which 

church it was, so I pulled into the first, but I didn’t see anything that 

looked familiar or any of our family names on the headstones. I spoke 
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Top left: Mount Bethel Presbyterian Church. Right: Mount Bethel Methodist 
Church. Bottom: Mount Bethel Primitive Baptist Church and Branch Mountain 
Cemetery is in Three Churches, West Virginia, home of three churches and a 
bar. My second great grandparents from Ireland are buried under the north-
east corner of the church. 
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to an almost toothless man, who told me that he didn’t know any of my 

kin. I walked to the front of the road to look at the sign, which said it 

was the Methodist church. 

I got back in the Jeep and drove down to the second church, the 

Mount Bethel Primitive Baptist Church. The third church is Presbyterian. 

Farther down the road in community of Points is Wesley Chapel Methodist 

Church. This area has only one store, called the Necessity Shop, in a 

six-mile radius, but there are four churches and four graveyards, and not 

much else. Church played a large part in my family’s life, as it did in the 

lives of most people from this area, and as it still does today.

As soon as I saw the Mount Bethel Primitive Baptist Church sign, I 

knew I had found it. The cemetery is called Branch Mountain Cemetery, 

and I found most of my family there. Some of the headstones were 

pieces of shale rock stuck in straight and written on in white paint. I 

found out when I was there that they were all children of Rachel Burkett 

and Charles Buress Malcolm, my great-great grandparents. Some of the 

markers were limestone, which was partially worn away. Names were 

worn as well, and all that remained were the limestone headstones, all 

crumbled and eroded. They used to just scratch names on red stone—
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Top: My father next to his car circa 1962. It was candy-apple red. Bottom: My 
father holding my brother and me around 1965.
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certainly nothing permanent.

I found everyone’s grave except my father’s. I grew panicky but 

remembered that this graveyard is not alphabetical—it is uneven like 

everything else. Certain names were placed in order until they ran out of 

room, or had too many Rs or Ss dying at once. I found him near the 

fringes on the eastern side—farther off, to the north of the graveyard, all 

by himself. I think I would like to be nearby just to keep him company. 

Maybe they can fit me in next to Charles and Lola Watson—relatives 

too. There were some pink plastic flowers on his grave, and I felt bad 

because I didn’t bring anything, especially since today would have been 

his sixtieth birthday. He only lived to see thirty. I realized the moment I 

found his grave that I was already seven years older than he was when 

he died. 

I wondered what he would look like as an old man. Would his gray 

hair have been white by now? I wondered if he would be proud of me, if 

he would’ve been a good grandfather to my children. I wished he could 

have seen my boys. I wondered if they would have all gotten along. I 

suppose I don’t mourn for what he was, but rather for what he could 

have been. I wasn’t too happy most times with what he was—at least 
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what I can remember. In some of his photos he looks so handsome with 

his already gray hair, and in others he looks bloated “with the drink.” 

I’d like to think he would not have succumbed to alcohol, but I know 

how powerful that gene is in our blood. I’ve seen us all wrestle with it, 

in some form or another. 

I remember my bicycle wreck, shortly before he died. I was halfway 

down Scenic Lane, screaming my head off. He came running down the 

road, swept me up, and carried me the distance back to the house. I 

felt guilty because he hadn’t had his neck brace off for very long after a 

serious car accident. He was my hero for it, and it remains with me, but 

so do the images of his hand slapping Mom down when she challenged 

him. His six-foot frame towered over her five-foot two, and I knew that 

it wasn’t fair. My brother, Wayne, followed him around, stepping in his 

empty footprints, trying to be what neither one of them should ever have 

been. Wayne has tried to be the pale image of our father, and it’s killing 

him, too. 

I’d like to think that his drinking is what caused him to hit Mom—

that and his confusion about what it took in his world to be a man. I 

would like to blame it on something other than him. He may be dead, 
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but death doesn’t negate accountability. Maybe everything does happen 

according to some grand plan. 

Mom has spent her whole life, after he died; helping women whose 

husbands hit them. She built a whole organization of people who help 

women in that situation, who have no place to go. She’s incredibly 

strong, but proud. She never tells us when she needs anything. I think 

she sees it as a weakness. Before I left, I laid down on the grass to see 

how well I fit into my eternal, bodily home. Some people would not feel 

comfortable about laying in a graveyard, but as a teenager, I found them 

quiet and reflective. I used to skip school in the cemetery next door. The 

birds were chirping, the sun was out, and it was hot. I didn’t feel sad or 

troubled, just peaceful.

I drove the eight miles into Romney, the county seat. The library and 

courthouse are walking distance from one another. In the courthouse, 

the record room is a vault. Crumbling pages make noises as I turn them, 

scanning each page with my finger, searching for Malcolm, Mallcom, 

Malcum, or any variation of the name. Most of the people in the vault 
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Top: That’s me trying my grave on for size. I think I like it. Bottom: There is 
enough sun and a great view. My father holding me when I was around one 
year old.
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looked like they knew what they were doing. I knew there were records 

there that I didn’t know how to use. I was just searching for names that 

were tied to my past. We all have a history, and if we don’t do something 

with it, like share it with the world in some way, one good house fire 

can destroy it—and each detail I know, if not set down on paper, will 

stay only with me. 

My search was really simple. That is, until I found that Hampshire 

County used to be five other counties and that it once belonged to 

Virginia. Its borders changed, flowing over the years, as did its name, 

changing nine times. Hampshire County, Virginia, was established in 

1753 and then became part of West Virginia in 1862. Later it split into 

what are now Hampshire, Mineral, Berkley, Hardy, and Grant counties. 

Tracing these names and border changes and the people moving among 

them was as difficult as it sounds. The Malcolms lived in all of these 

counties (and some still do), but mostly they were concentrated in 

Hampshire, from what I could find. 

I couldn’t even think about finding where anyone came from at this 

point. But I found many Malcolms and wrote down their names and the 

numbers that belonged to them: births, deaths, and marriages—these are 
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Top: View of Romney, West Virginia. Bottom: Court House, Romney, West 
Virginia.
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all their defining characteristics. The only problem is that these are just 

numbers. Somehow, someday, I will put them all together like a puzzle, 

which will somehow define me. I ran into problems here and there, like 

different clerks spelling names differently, or sometimes people going by 

their middle names, so they appeared to be different people on paper. 

I sometimes came across occupations written on birth certificates. My 

people were mostly farmers, some merchants or coal miners—I wasn’t 

finding any royalty, but I didn’t find any convicts either. 

I crossed the street to the library, which is much brighter than the 

courthouse. The Romney Library has a genealogy room that contains 

some complete family histories. There were no Malcolm histories, but 

I found mentions of Malcolms in the histories of Watson, Hannum, 

Saville, and Bonham. I was surprised that there were no Malcolm files, 

since there are so many Malcolms. I didn’t know where to start. I began 

by copying the graveyard records of the churches in Levels, Points, and 

Three Churches, where, it seems, most of my family ended up. 

The Watson family history helped me the most, but it stopped with 

my grandmother. My father’s generation and mine were not there. I think 

I’ll need to start a Malcolm file. Meanwhile, I am trying to construct my 
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View from Wadajo Lodge where I stayed in 1999, looking out onto the South 
Branch River.
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life from old photographs, like the one I found in the closet covered with 

dust in my grandmother’s back room. 

In the morning, I sat quietly by the river with my coffee. There is 

something calming and soothing about the river, its constant journey to 

reach the sea. As it moves along, the water spiders stay on the surface in 

the same place by scooting thin little bodies against the current. It’s dark 

and murky near the center, and sage colored next to the shore where the 

bottom rock shows. 

My mother came, and I introduced her to David, who was weeding 

one of the overgrown flowerbeds. Pearl was playing piano, and my 

mother and I listened to David tell the history of Wadajo Lodge, which 

was named after parts of his children’s names. David said, “A man from 

Cumberland built it for his mistress. He supposedly had connections 

to the mob. There were parties here all the time. After the Blue Beach 

Tavern closed for the night, he would hire the band from the tavern to 

play here. Our friend Millie came here to a party once with a friend 

and someone slipped her a Mickey Finn. She woke up in an upstairs 
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bedroom with her friend shaking her, telling her to follow her; she had 

to show her something. She then took Millie downstairs to a room full 

of guns. 

This same man had the railroad build a depot for him here so people 

could come up from Baltimore for weekends. There used to be plenty 

of women here and plenty of beds.” David said all of this without any 

reserve—he was all right for an ex-minister. 

Mom and I looked at each other, instantly realizing that this house 

used to be a brothel. 

David went on, “After he died, his mistress sold it to Bill Smith, who 

sold it to us.”

So I was staying in an old brothel. We listened some more to David 

and then we made excuses for not staying to dinner, not wanting to 

impose. We drove into Romney and couldn’t find a place to eat—our 

only choice there was the Alpine Cafe. We went inside and were greeted 

by 18-inch plastic Easter bunny rabbit sitting on a black iron stove. A 

waitress with a sprayed-on “do,” a loose version of a beehive with thick 

curled bangs glued to her forehead, her painted-on eyebrows floating just 

below, seated us at a table with burn holes in the tablecloth. 
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We left. 

Somehow, our tastes had become too refined to eat at a place like 

this. I said, “Grandma would have eaten there.” Mom nodded agreement. 

“And she would have known everyone on a first-name basis, too.” 

We drove the fourteen-mile trip back past Grace’s Cabin Road into 

Fort Ashby and ate at a new seafood place. I never thought I’d see the 

day when Fort Ashby would be more sophisticated than someplace else. 

Mom and dad both went to high school here at Fort Ashby High. I went 

there as well for two years. After we ate, I took Mom to the graveyard. 

It’s funny that we’ve lived within driving distance of the graveyard most 

of our lives but never went there growing up—or at least rarely. Now, it 

was important.

Mom laughed at my driving. She gripped the handholds tightly as 

I went around the many turns. It was nice to be at ease with her—it is 

never predictable how we will get along.

We got there and she showed me our spots next to and below Dad. 

She has no paperwork on it, but she expects the Mount Bethel people 

will honor the arrangement. We looked for all of the Malcolms that I 

wrote down in the courthouse and the library. I found Rachel, my great-
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Top: The South Branch River at Springfield between Romney and Fort Ashby.
Bottom: Turn of the Century Springfield.
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great grandmother, and most of her children. I never knew I was so 

connected—that so many of the headstones belonged to my family. They 

stretched out across the front of the church, barely discernable. I had no 

one to share this with—they weren’t my mother’s relatives. 

The sun doesn’t come out on the river until ten o’clock, it seems, most 

days. I wore a sweat suit until it did—even in July. 

 My sister Sue came up with our mother the next day. We borrowed 

inner tubes from David and took them to Blue Beach, where we just sat 

on them rather than taking them into the water. We couldn’t find a place 

that was deep enough, or a way to get into the water that didn’t involve 

stepping into river slime—we seemed to have lost our adventurous spirit 

along with our childhoods.

 I’m glad Sue came down. She doesn’t remember much about camp, 

our family, or our father. She was raised mostly in Maryland.  

We decided to go look for the homestead in Higginsville. My driving 

on the mountain roads seemed to be improving—Mom hung onto the 

handle over the door much less. We drove down J. R. Rannels Road—
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Possibly the old family homestead, Higginsville, West Virginia.
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another relative, it seems. We saw a house on top of a hill that could have 

been the homestead. The road was gravel. There was another homestead 

on the lower hill, too. I took pictures just in case. Sue and I both had 

on sandals and suddenly we were afraid to walk in the tall grass because 

of rattlesnakes and chiggers. Mom waited in the Jeep with the engine 

running and her foot next to the gas pedal. 

It wasn’t that long ago that our favorite pastime was piling in the 

car. My mother, brother, cousins, and I would drive all around the back 

roads until we got lost so we could try to find our way home—this 

was a normal pastime for us. We’d sing songs and talk as we traversed 

the roads through West Virginia, Virginia, Maryland, and Pennsylvania. 

Now,. I plan my trips with a map, even for short distances. 

On the way back down J. R. Rannels Road, we saw a peacock. I 

stopped and let it cross the road and took some pictures. I instantly 

thought of Flannery O’Connor. We saw deer and rabbits, too. Sue said 

that we should keep an eye out for Sasquatch. 

We went back to Wadajo Lodge, and I showed Sue the information I 

found. We laughed at how certain names appear over and over on the list. 

I assured her that they are far enough removed to be considered “safe.” 
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Top: J. R. Rannells Road.  Bottom Left: The Peacock on Rannells Road.  Right: 
A shack that could where my father was born.
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Given names are handed down in families like genetics, and in addition, 

distant cousins married and often sisters of one family would marry 

brothers of another. My Aunt Jane and Uncle Tyler are good example: 

My Uncle Tyler is my father’s half brother and my Aunt Jane is my aunt 

by marriage, but she is also my cousin. Her two brothers married my 

two great aunts. I get invited to their family reunion every year—but I 

am not sure which of my relationships is getting invitedSue looks at the 

jumble of names and cross-references and the disarray of materials that I 

am trying to organize. She says that she would be obsessive, too, if she 

were working on finding family information. I said I knew, and that we 

are all that way about whatever we do. Then Sue asked if Wayne could 

come down, and I said as long as he didn’t drink. 

The next morning by the river, the dragonflies were all over the water. 

Dragonflies are faster than the mating dragonflies, whose two bodies 

weigh a bit more. We used to call them double dragons. They only mate 

for a day and then they resume their solo flights again. They flew over 

the water, landed for a moment, and then went on. I was sitting on a 
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Our canoe ride.
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cement slab, watching the water and listening to the murmuring voices of 

the trailer-campers across the shore. 

My mother, Wayne, Sue, and her boyfriend, Mike, came down. Mike 

is ten years younger than she is but you can’t tell—she looks so young. 

They make a nice couple. We decided to go on a canoe ride. We searched 

for the paddles, and Mike and Wayne cleaned out all of the spiders—

Wayne is more afraid of them than I am. Mom had the video camera 

ready just in case we turned over—I think she hoped we would. We got 

far out on the water, and Mike lit a joint and we laughed at how we had 

never done this before, how we should have.

It was awkward being around Wayne. I wished he would stop trying 

to be like our father. That night I packed, thinking about piecing together 

my past. I suppose I feel like if I can somehow trace my past, things 

might become clearer, about myself, my life, my family, my failures, my 

triumphs. I suppose in a way what I’m doing is narcissistic, but isn’t 

that the first step toward wholeness? I’m looking for patterns, a sort of 

psychological genealogy. I want to know more than just family names 

and when my folks were born. I know it won’t explain away all of the 

questions I have, but I feel the need to try. 
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I thought I had pretty well homogenized my West Virginia accent 

into that of the general population after I left my home state, but 

that just isn’t the case. Most of the time I can pass without notice, 

but if you are around me long enough, I will slip. My tongue doesn’t 

do things other tongues can do, despite what people say about West 

Virginians. It cannot roll the trill Rs in Spanish or form the guttural 

sounds in French. Who am I kidding—this tongue even has a hard time 

with regular English. 

My relatives are Celts from Scotland and Ireland, and when they 

moved into the Shenandoah Highlands, they brought with them a very 

distinctive brogue. The isolation of the mountains has kept a version of 

dialect persistent to this day. I can be in my area in a grocery store or 

West
Virginia 
Linguistics 
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restaurant, and when I hear the familiar swallowing of double Ls, I know 

the speaker is from the mountains of West Virginia or even Western 

Maryland. 

How does one swallow Ls? Well, it goes something like this:   

When something is small, it is littoo

 When something is fragile is brittoo

My nickname was Sissy, but when someone called (which is cawed) 

me Kelley, especially my family, it sounds like Kewee.

Some words are indistinguishable for me—even today, like catch up 

and ketchup; color, collar, and caller; picture and pitcher; bra and brawl—

they all come out the same, homonyms. Other homonyms include mall, 

maul, mull, and maw, and pool and pull. My ear does not hear the subtle 

nuances that distinguish these words, but I can tell you when your guitar 

needs tuned. 

When I file my paperwork, I do so in fah foders. If I am chilly, I am 

code. If I need to see if a piece of furniture will fit, I mayzure the space. 

If I say it won’t fit and someone tries to put it there anyway, I will say, 

“I toad you it wouldn’t fit.” If you then want to leave it there so I can 

make my decision about where it belongs, I will say “You my as whale” 
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(might as well). 

Then, there is the u sound—instead of being ŭ, it is oo. 

Bush is Boosh

Push is poosh

If my grandmother were alive, I would like to hear her refer to 

President Boosh. I remember her telling me not to get pooshed into the 

booshes. Sometimes, it’s not just the u that gets misconstrued, it’s the 

common short i. We don’t wish in West Virginia, we woosh. Nor is the 

short a discriminated against—it becomes ar, like when we warsh clothes 

while most folks wash them. And rinse became rench. 

My grandmother wooshed it would rain in Warshington; she warshed 

her dishes, and when she was done, she renched out the warsh rag. My 

aunt, who has lived in Baltimore for the past 50 years, does the same 

thing despite the boundaries of the mountains. She is not surrounded by 

her family there, so her comfort is in her words. This is characteristic of 

Appalachian folk.

Appalachia is a place, but it is an accent, too. In West Virginia, we 

don’t say ap-uh-ley-chuh, we say ap-uh-lach-uh. If you say the former, 

folks will call you a Yankee or, at the very least, look at you suspiciously. 
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In fact, anyone from anywhere north of West Virginia is considered a 

Yankee by most. The Civil War is still being fought on a psychological 

level here, but it has nothing to do with slavery. It is the woah of 

Northern aggression, and it is very much alive. Romney, the county seat 

of Hampshire County, where my family comes from, changed hands 57 

times (at least) and maybe as many as 78 during the Civil War, and folks 

there still have not forgotten it. They say the Yanks lit the fire, the rebels 

cooked on it, and the Yanks put it out—all in one day. There is story 

that one of the women who had her house taken over by the Yanks had 

her hair turn completely white in one day. These stories persist and are 

told to children and grandchildren—the subject of bedtime stories—in 

the dialect of my people. From the mountains to the hollers, we speak 

in one voice.

In West Virginia, we don’t just bastardize vowels; we also misconstrue 

many consonants that have the bad luck of following them in certain 

words, like hollow, window, fellow, and yellow. They are holla, winda, 

fella, and yella. Farther down South in West Virginia, they are holler, 

winder, feller, and yeller. And in reverse, I have a cousin who does not 

holler at his brother, he hollows at him. But curiously, borrow became 
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borry. Can I borry your wheelbarry? Given these rules, I am not sure 

how hollows became hollers. But in Appalachian people know what 

hollers are.

“Is not” isn’t just twisted into ain’t. It is special—that would be 

spatial—it’s hain’t. Another form of negation is the lack of auxiliary 

verbs. We seen it, we done it, we been there. Negation can also take the 

form of forgotten syllables. I ‘spose we don’t ‘member what comes ‘fore 

a word at times. Or perhaps it is economy. Country folk are blamed for 

speaking and thinking too slowly, but what about economy? That has to 

count for something. Besides leaving off entire syllables, we cut off many 

close-to-silent consonants next to vowels. Th is not ‘membered. That 

becomes ‘at, this ‘is, them ‘em, and there ‘ere. 

“Look at ‘at!”

 “ere?”

“Over ‘ere!”

 “I see ‘em!”

“’Ats good!” 

“’ets go.”

“Yanto” (that is, do you want to?)
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H is often not ‘membered either. Give it to ‘er or ‘im. My grandfather 

said ear for here but my grandmother said chere. I’d call for her and she’d 

say, “right chere!” Maybe that is the difference between mostly Scots and 

mostly Irish—although my grandmother said my grandfather’s Irish side 

wanted to drink, but his Scottish side didn’t want to pay for it. 

Addition takes another form. Like the land we live on, we knowed 

it, we growed it, and we gived it away. At grandma’s house, people 

walked right in. They didn’t knock. They hept themselves. We didn’t find 

it intrusive to find a neighbor or friend making coffee when we were 

getting up. Things happen to us oncet, and twicet. I learnt that linguists 

call them intrusive Ts, but we look at them like neighbors who come in 

and boilt the water for coffee, which sometimes got spilt or burnt but 

never ruint.

In West Virginia, we don’t just practice modal tuning on our 

instruments—we also practice double modals in our language. Sayings like 

might could, musta didn’t, useta couldn’t or didn’t, liketa, or supposeta are 

standard. We also have an aversion to the verb to be when it is supposeta 

go next to need. When need meets smack dab up against existence, need 

wins. Our hair needs done, our lawn needs mowed, our clothes need 
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warshed, and our flowers need wartered. 

We don’t wrestle, we wrassle, like come here and let me wrassle ya. 

When we fight, we come out a swingin’ (a-gerund), and when we go to 

church, we’s a singin’, and when we heard something loud our ears are 

a ringin’. We never crossed the stream, we crost the crick. When a picture 

is sideways, it is crookit.

Spatial relationships, and I don’t mean special, are distances that are 

measured in relative terms. “Down the road a piece” is probably about 

a mile if you are walking and about five if you are driving. Over yonder 

is the next town over if you are driving or the next corn field if you are 

walking. Pretty near is putnear, and it is not as far as a corn field but it 

is futher (which is further or farther—either one) than down the road a 

piece. My mother used to have sayings that I have not heard since. Good 

gravy is really not good. It is used when the pastor is around and no one 

wants to say damn it all to hell. When someone gets mad, she is having 

a conniption fit, which is, I ‘spose, a West Virginia meltdown. 

We are not afraid. West Virginians are never afraid, and if someone 

said we were, we’d call ‘em liars. My friend Tim says he hain’t skeert 

of being afraid. I have other friends who are quite happy about saying 
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they’re from West Virginia and they “hain’t askeert to die.” 

West Virginians have special names for nouns of all kinds. My 

grandfather called my brother a pistol and his old shoes clodhoppers. 

He called my father a card, and I was a bird. My mother’s nickname 

was Tootie, which came from a wee tootie of drink. Sometimes, when 

my brother wasn’t a pistol, he was a turdbird, and he must have been 

wearing clodhoppers at the time. 

In West Virginia, we have Yahoes, which are smaller versions of Big 

Foot. They are like a dwarfed Sasquatch. People swear to have seen them 

and are definitely skeert of them.

When the mist rises early in the mornings from the mountain slopes, 

we say the gophers are making coffee. When we fish, we do so with 

crawdads, or hellgrammites. Crawdads are little crustacean things that 

sort of look like miniature lobsters. Hellgrammites are black, segmented 

monstrous-looking things with pinchers and are really the larval form of 

the dobsonfly. My grandfather kept them in the bowl of his fishing hat, 

while it was on his head, until he was ready to skewer them on his fishing 

line. I was, I admit, a little skeert of them.

Skunks are pole cats. I am not sure why, as I have never seen a skunk 
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on a pole. I suppose they do look like a cat. My sister got caught on a 

hammock with one underneath her and she had to stay stationary for 

two hours before it left. She almost peed herself. Ferry dittles (that’s ferry 

dittoos) are little chipmunk/flying squirrel-like creatures that scurry or fly 

away before your eyes can really set on them. I think the Yahoes must do 

the same thing since I have never seen them. 
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Story is shaped by sound and it structures what we know.

                    Maggie Anderson (West Virginia poet)
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I am an “out-migrant,” the product of the mass exodus of West 

Virginians after World War II when millions of people took 

Hillbilly Highway (Route 29) north to Ohio, among other 

destinations. They were looking for work after their native land had been 

raped of its natural resources by mining and logging. Appalachia became 

the place to leave, particularly West Virginia. People went where work 

could be found. Some became immersed in other places yet more often 

felt foreign to their new homes, and to appease the longing they felt, they 

would go home on the weekends to the familiarity of the mountains. 

 These “out-migrants” were never comfortable anywhere else. They 

kept one foot in the mountains that anchored them to a place and a 

time that they could not shake. I am descended from these people who 

Music
Mountain
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crossed the borders many times looking for a better life. I am one of the 

three and one-half million displaced people of Appalachia—rootless and 

searching. After my children were older I came back to the place I once 

called home, seeking what I had lost. 

 We out-migrants are pulled back to the mists of Appalachia where 

the mountains have nurtured us and isolated us, protected us and angered 

us, but still belong to us. In the summers, we venture back for a taste 

of what we miss, when the high mountain vapors obscure the dark 

green forests and beckon us home. Festivals are a great draw, particularly 

string band festivals, because they are a haven for the storytellers and the 

singers, and I go there to listen to the stories and songs of my people—so 

I will know how to continue the tradition. 

These festivals are magical and as close to the feel of living in the 

mountains as we out-migrants can get. It is where we disaffected appear 

once a year—the displaced of home and soul. During the summers when 

the heat penetrates the mountains despite their sheltering forests, people 

stand in lines for showers only to find that there is no hot water. They 

smile, make a joke about it, and shower in the cold, grateful there is 

any water at all. Most attendees feel the same way—appreciative for the 
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reunion of soul to place. It is rare that there are dissenters, because after 

being smitten by the sounds of music echoing off the mountains and 

wafting down the valleys, you will never be the same.

My first experience in a festival-like atmosphere was at a writers’ 

workshop called Allegheny Echoes in Pocahontas County, West Virginia. 

I met many poets, writers, and musicians. I found out about Allegheny 

Echoes while I was program director at a regional traditional music 

and arts organization in Raleigh, North Carolina. Once I learned of the 

workshop, as soon as I could I went. After being gone for 25 years, I 

finally saw my home from new eyes. I suppose the mountains make it 

hard to see unless you are standing at a distance. I was ashamed of my 

roots. I tried to refine my speech, hide my heritage, and run away from 

what I was. I had left that person in the mountains. But in the process 

of running from what I was, I found that I shared many similarities 

with the writers of North Carolina, like Lee Smith, Clyde Edgerton, and 

Sam Ragan, who told me I should write about my family and my life. 

They told me to write for my family, because I did not think anyone else 

would want to hear the stories I could tell. 

At Alleghany Echoes, I was immersed in the culture I had thrown 



42

Babcock State Park Grist Mill, Clifftop, West Virginia.
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off, forgotten, and left for dead, like so many family members who died 

in its grip. I was welcomed with opened arms. When West Virginians 

find out that it is your home, they greet you as if you have never left. 

You are where you should be. Nothing has changed since you have been 

gone. Time has stood still. You are family. And so that summer of 2001, 

after attending the Allegany Echoes workshop in June and hearing about 

the Appalachian String Band Festival at Clifftop, West Virginia, I had to 

go, still searching for the person I had been. 

Camp Washington-Carver, which hosts the Appalachian String Band 

Festival, is named for Booker T. Washington and George Washington 

Carver. I find this distinctive since most folks think racism is part of 

being a hillbilly. The camp historically served black youths in vocational 

agriculture and survives today as a well-preserved example of one of West 

Virginia’s most ambitious Works Project Administration ventures in the 

form of a cultural site. It is about six hours from I live—no matter where 

I am living—and it is at the top of a mountain near Babcock State Park, 

where I still stop for corn meal. It is not far from New River Gorge, 

which has the largest single-span bridge in the country. It sits amidst 

mountains nearly four hundred thousand years old that West Virginia 
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Left: Becky’s daughter jamming at Clifftop, West Virginia. Right: “Pothead” 
Becky sings to me every year at Clifftop, usually without the plant.
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poet Maggie Anderson calls “ancestral and related to the sky.” It is at the 

point of mergence of sky and air, old and new, history and family—all 

of the things that make West Virginia what it is and this festival so 

appealing. Former West Virginia Poet Laureate Louise McNeill says it 

is “a place called solid.” I find both observations astute because I look 

for my solid ground in my ancestors among the mountains. I find them 

when I return to hear the music: My home has a tone, and I have to hear 

it every summer so that I can make it through the winter before I have 

to be retuned. I hear the merging of sounds from different cultures: the 

Celtic fiddle, the African banjo, the Spanish guitar, the German dulcimer, 

and the Italian mandolin. 

It is not uncommon to find a zither, uilleann pipes, bohdrans, Native 

American flutes, didgeridoos, concertinas, psalteries, or ukuleles, and I 

know for a fact that the Calhoun County Contingency uses a washtub 

bass. This mixing and mingling is part of Appalachia—it is what makes 

us tick, what gives us the incentive to return to that mountain top, or that 

riverside, or that camp each and every year. And it is in fact what draws 

us back. Without this momentary reconnection to what makes us who 

we are, I am not sure most of us could survive. I used to have a summer 
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camp that was a part of me; in the spring of the year I turned sixteen, 

the river took it, and I did not return until twenty years later—Camp 

Washington-Carver is its replacement, only it has the festival associated 

with it. For me, the gathering of people and stories is the festival. 

It is a festival like most festivals: The crafters have muslin dresses, 

jewelry, musical instruments, craft arts, tie-dyed T-shirts, and other festival 

gear. Yet unlike other festivals, food is cheap and home cooked. There 

are food vendors that serve the best fried green tomato sandwiches I have 

ever eaten. They charge enough to make money but not enough to break 

the customers—because that is the way of the mountains. However, if the 

food is being prepared in the dining hall, waiting is in order, especially if 

the power goes out or the water runs out. The unique thing is that you 

can go there hungry and get fed because people are always offering food. 

Down in Hobo Holler, a man makes hobo sandwiches for free with one 

of those infomercial sandwich makers running off a generator for those 

who are in need. Sometimes they are for drunken teenagers who forgot 

to bring anything to eat, and sometimes they are for little old couples 

from North Carolina who are on a fixed income and can only afford the 

barest of supplies. But be assured, you will be taken care of. I imagine 
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it is similar to the old camp meetings that began in the early 1800s—a 

place where white and black and Methodist and Baptist came to share 

ballads and hymns and stories before churches were established, where 

African rhythms blended with Gospel and Bluegrass, where no lines 

were drawn based on any social institutions. That is the nature of the 

mountains, and this is what I longed for. My search feels complete when 

I am here and, once again, among family.

Hobo Holler is only one of the many regions of the String Band 

Festival at Clifftop that are given names by the attendees who camp there 

year after year; the names usually have to do with where the people 

come from or what kind of music they play (sometimes one simply 

means another). I don’t know them all, and I think only those who have 

been going for many years do, but some of the names are Charlottesville, 

for obvious reasons; Sodom and Gomorrah, referring to the wide range 

of non-old-time music and singing that goes on there, called neo-trad; 

Carterville, for the area of Virginia near Hiltons and the Carter family 

fold; the Badlands, because of the Cajun affiliation; and South Hills, near 

the water tower for the snobby neighborhood around Charleston, West 

Virginia (as if Charleston could ever have snobs!). Every festival has its 
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regular crowd, as do all areas of West Virginia where summer draws 

folks—by rivers and by lakes. Camps are made into a second home. This 

is tradition. 

At many festivals or at many camps, I sample the latest home brew. 

Last year it was Damson Plum; the year before it was some Pachin 

(peach) smuggled in from Ireland. I cannot remember what came before 

that, but that is the nature of home brews. There is usually a sign at the 

front entrance of any festival that says no alcoholic beverages, but we all 

know it’s only for show. We are full of contradictions. 

At any festival, no matter what time of the day or night you might 

wander down into the different neighborhoods, you will find music. At 

Clifftop, if you camp there, you will fall asleep to “Big Scioto,” “Diggy 

Liggy Lo,” or “John Henry,” depending on where you camp. Besides the 

traditional forms obvious to Appalachia, you will hear calypso, Zydeco, 

Klezmer, and folk, because contrary to popular opinion, we accept and 

embrace all things cultural. The traditional songs are played differently if 

they come from Kentucky, Cape Breton, or Acadia, and they may have 

many names, but part of the fun is finding them out or how to play the 

same song fifteen different ways. The musicians gather around a fiddler 
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or bass player or sometimes both. The music is often called fiddle music 

because it centers on at least one fiddler and sometimes three. The people 

listening are not just those who come to reconnect, but also those who 

come from all states and many foreign countries just to see where their 

music has gone and how it has evolved. 

Amidst the crowd are the flat-footers, who carry their own wooden 

boards because flat-footing on grass or gravel or anything else is difficult. 

Flat-footing is a percussive form of mountain dance that comes from 

a form of Irish step dancing called Sean Nos and looks a little like tap 

dancing and clogging combined. The flat-footers pull out their boards 

when they hear a tune they like, wherever they may be, and start providing 

percussion to a set of fiddle tunes. 

The campers have uniquely constructed campsites: Sometimes, they 

build teepees, or have vans with tarps tied to trees, or campers with 

generators. They post signs announcing their names or locations and if 

there is a CD release party happening. They string lights that twinkle 

through the thick covering of the trees, and the moss smell covers all the 

camp construction no matter what the building material may be. 

Each campsite has a musical forte and a steady stream of visitors 
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who bring along any instruments they play. They join in with whatever 

song is being played, and like an unknown language, all communicate, 

secretly. The only time I know what they are saying is when they are 

almost finished and the fiddler lifts his left foot to indicate they are on the 

last stanza. Then, a few people might move away but another few join. 

The songs change, the people move on to the next circle of players—the 

mergence is one fluid movement that extends for the entire festival and 

grows exponentially. 

My most memorable experience is when I wondered aimlessly into 

the Badlands. The folks were deep-frying turkeys under the trees were 

their camp was set up. Crystals of all colors hung from the trees, catching 

the light of the moon and glints of lights from neighboring camps, 

flickering as the music was making the people move whether they wanted 

to or not. There was a communal hookah on a picnic table next to the 

camp. The dirt floor beneath their feet became smooth by the weight—a 

brown linoleum covering the earth. These folks didn’t know me but had 

me eating their food and dancing on their earthen floor in a matter of 

minutes. 

Each year, I go back and I know that my friends will be there. Many 
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have stayed in West Virginia, having to fight against adversity to do so, 

sacrificing of themselves in order to stay in the hills. Colleen Anderson’s 

song “West Virginia Chose Me” touches on this very issue: “But a few 

of us are staying and it’s not a point of choice / It’s not we who do 

the choosing, we are chosen by the place.” And so they stay to fight 

for their home while we out-migrants flirt with the borders, sometimes 

getting close enough to live just barely inside of them until something 

encroaches upon that space and we must move on once again, no matter 

how solid it may be. And so we gather upon Clifftop, making hillbilly 

jokes, laughing, and “in that self-mocking yet prideful defiance lies several 

generations of struggle,” says poet Maggie Anderson.

Then, after a few drinks have been consumed with my West Virginia 

family, we make hats out of tin foil and tell people we are blocking out 

the aliens and no one thinks us strange. I will spend the next four 

hours looking for my friend Becky, who I will assuredly miss by a few 

minutes—sometimes for the whole weekend. And then along about 4 

a.m., many of us will be holding each other up in the middle of the field 

singing hymns. I will wake with a head full of music after about four 

hours of sleep to Becky who has found me, singing an a cappela song, 
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Clifftop friends who made metal hats for “protection” (hanging on the tree).
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my favorite, the state song: 

Is it any wonder then, 
That my heart with rapture thrills,
As I stand once more with loved ones
On those West Virginia hills? 
Many changes I can see, 
Which my heart with sadness fills; 
But no changes can be noticed 
In those West Virginia hills,
Oh, the West Virginia hills! 
I must bid you now adieu.
In my home beyond the mountains 
I shall ever dream of you.

Now that I have found what I left among those hills, no matter 

where I am, I can still hear the music in the distance, alive with the 

accent of my people.
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Malcolm Family Homestead, Higginsville, West Virginia. Circa 1899.
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Upon my grandmother’s death, I was given the choice 

of items of hers to keep so that I could remember 

her. The things I chose were her costume jewelry, 

old family postcards, and family photographs and mementos. I 

loved touching the tin-plated photographs, so substantial. They 

weren’t like today’s photographs. One in particular is of a family 

standing outside a simple frame house—I looked at that for many 

years and wondered who the people were. Upon searching archives 

and materials in Romney, West Virginia, at the courthouse and 

the library, I was able to put location, names, relationships, and 

approximate ages to the people in it. My only clue to start was some 

Finding
Even
Ground
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writing on the back that said simply, “Malcolm family homestead, 

Higginsville, West Virginia.” 

 In earlier days, photographs were special—they were an event. 

Everyone knew well ahead of time that a photographer was coming 

and would plan around it. Getting dressed in their best clothes and 

gathering family members together for the special occasion, folks 

would wait impatiently for the photographer, who would wind 

his way through the narrow Jersey Mountain roads to get to the 

homesteads that sat miles apart in secluded countryside.

In the photo, the bank of fog that covers Town Hill, settling 

like early morning mist down into Graybill Hollow, and the crisp-

looking leaves tells me the photo was taken in late fall. I like how 

the valley shows right through the front and back doors as if the 

house doesn’t interfere with the landscape. The Malcolms must 

have loved their dog—it’s in the photo, and its inclusion places it 

off center.

My great-great grandparents are toward the center: Charles 
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Burress and Rachel Burkett Malcolm. I don’t know much about 

Rachel’s family. I only know that many Burketts married many 

Malcolms in Hampshire County, so we are probably related in 

more ways than one. Charles’ mother was born in Tyrone, Ireland, 

immigrating with her family when she was a teenager (with eight 

brothers and sisters). Her mother was an Ulster Scots and her 

father was a true Irishman, fleeing Ireland because he was accused 

of cutting a riding wythe, which is a simple stick used for guiding a 

horse, from a nobleman’s property. They landed in the Chesapeake 

Bay region where they worked on George Washington’s Wakefield 

plantation on the Potomac River for a while as a way to ease their 

journey and to make a little money for purchasing land—a concept 

they highly valued. 

 Like most Scots-Irish immigrants, they found the rolling hills 

and deep green vegetation of the Appalachians to be quite similar 

to their native lands. They settled on Jersey Mountain, where they 

purchased more than 900 acres of land. There, they operated a 
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Charles Burress Malcolm is the descendant of a Jacobite prisoner of war, 
John Malcolm,  who arrived in Baltimore in 1728 from Liverpool via the God-
speed and was indentured to the Hawkins family along with his son, John. His 
mother’s side came from Ireland in 1828. 
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tavern just west of the town of Points on what was called Old 

Pike Road, also known as the Capon and North Branch Turnpike, 

which ran from Winchester, Virginia, to Cumberland, Maryland. 

Roads, like everything else in West Virginia, have two names: one 

official and one unofficial. The tavern was near the intersection 

with Jersey Mountain Road. 

Wesley Chapel was built on a portion of this same land. That’s 

why I know they are related to me: Bars run in my family, and 

churches are usually nearby. The Watsons intersected with Charles’ 

father, James Malcolm, and his mother, Jane Watson. The couple 

bought from her Watson parents, who had immigrated with her, 

some of the 900 acres of land, which is where the homestead 

sits. This intersection of Watson and Malcolm also inherited land 

from the Malcolm side, part of it on an island in the middle of the 

Potomac, called Malcolm’s Island. James and Jane raised eleven 

children on it before they built the homestead. To my knowledge, 

that land is now under water and is what maybe prompted them 
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Rachel F. Burkett, 34th Great, Granddaughter of 
Charlemagne “Charles The Great” 

Charlemagne b: 02 Apr 742, Ingelheim, 
Rheinhessen, Hesse-Darmstadt; d: 28 
Jan 813, Aachen, Rhineland, Prussia 

Theoderata Tiedrada: b: Wormsgau, 
France; d: Germany

Rupert III Von Wormsgau: b: Wormgau; 
d: 07 Dec, France

Rutpert The Strong: b: Nevers, Nievre, 
Bourgogne, France; d: Brissarthe, 
Maine-et-Loire, Pays de la Loire, France

Robert I France: b: 866, Bourgogne, 
France; d: 15 Jun, Soissons, Cote d’Or, 
Bourgogne, France

Amaury De Montfort: b: Evreux, 
Eure, Normandy, France; d: Montfort, 
Yvelines, Ile-de-France, France

Guillaume Montfort: b: Evreux, 
Normandy, France; d: 1003, Montfort, 
Yvelines, Ile-de-France, France

Amauri de Montfort: b: 1000, Montfort, 
Normandy, France; d: 04 Feb 1030, 
Montfort, Yvelines, Ile-de-France, France

Simon De Montfort, I, b: 1025, 
Montfort, Eure, Haute-Normandie, 
France; d: 25 Sep 1087, Anjou, Isere, 
Rhone-Alpes, France

Amaury De Montfort: b: 1070, 
Montfort,Eure, France; d: 1137, Evreux, 
Eure, Normandy, France

Simon De Montfort, b: 1119, Montfort, 
Eure, France; d: 13 Mar 1181, Cathedral, 
Evreux, Normandy, France

Bertrade De Montfort: b: 1155, Montfort-
Sur-Risle, Eure, Normandy, France; d: 
1227, Evreux, Eure, Normandy, France

Amicia De Meschines: b: 1167, 
Merionethshire, Wales; d: 1200, Chester, 
Cheshire, England

Bertred Mainwaring: b: 1196, Mainwaring, 
Bersted, Sussex, England; d: 1249, Hulton 
Abbey, Staffordshire, England

Emma De Audley: b: 1218, Heleigh Castle, 
Audley, Staffordshire, England; d: 1265, 
England

Angharad Ferch Maelor: b: 1256, 
Bromfield, Lower, Powys, Wales; d: 22 Jun 
1308, Wemme, Salo, Shropshire, England

Dionysa Le Boteler: b: 1282, Wemme, 
Cornwall, England; d: 1301, England

Dionisia Cokesey: b: 1268, Oxfordshire, 
England; d: unknown
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Agnes Shareshull: b: 1365, England; d: 
unknown

Lucy Adderbury: b: 1388, Eythorpe, 
Buckinghamshire, England; d: 09 Aug 
1451, Steeple Ashton, Oxfordshire, 
England

Joan Arches: b: 1410, Steeple Ashton, 
Oxfordshire, England; d: 20 Apr 1497, 
Black Friars, Exeter, Devon, England

Catherine Dinham: b: 1453, Steeple, 
Ashton,Oxfordshire, England; d: 25 Sep 
1501, Ashton, Oxfordshire, England

Elizabeth Arundel: b: 1484, Landerns, 
Cornwall,England; d: 20 Feb 1513, St 
Donants Castle, Glamorganshire, Wales

John Stradling: b: Abt. 1506, St. Donats, 
Somerset, England; d: 1568, St Donats, 
England

Ann Stradling: b: 1469, Dauntsey, 
Oxfordshire, England; d: 29 Dec 1539, 
Dauntsey, Oxfordshire, England

Dorothy Danvers: b: 1485,Culworth, 
Oxfordshire, England; d: 1560, East 
Shefford, Oxfordshire, England

Anne Hungerford: b: 1580, Down 
Ampney, England; d: unknown

Anne Blagrave: b: 1534, Reading, 
Berkshire, England; d: 1626, 
Bulmarsh,Berkshire, England

Anthony Bye: b: 14 Aug 1580, Reading, 

Berkshire, England; d: Canterbury, 
England

Thomas Bye: b: 1601, St Margarets, New 
Fish, England; d: 1666, London, England

Thomas Bye: b: 1640, St Margarets, 
Bridge, London, England; d: 25 Aug 1726, 
Buckingham, Bucks, Pennsylvania

John Bye: b: 1673, Horsleydowns, 
Southwark, Wales; d: 14 May 1731, 
Solebury, Bucks, Pennsylvania

Sarah Bye: b: 27 Jan 1707, Solebury, Bucks, 
Pennsylvania; d: May 1796, Harford, 
Maryland

Sarah Ruckman: b: 1750, Bucks, 
Pennsylvania; d: May 1796, 
Scarboroughtown, Harford, Maryland

Thomas Burkett: b: 13 Oct 1776, 
Hunterdon County, New Jersey; d: 23 May 
1846, Hampshire, Virginia,

Henry Burkett: b: 22 Jan 1803, Hampshire, 
Virginia; d: 14 Jun 1880, Gore, 
Hampshire, Virginia

Rachel Frances Burkett: b: 18 Apr 1840, 
Hampshire, Virginia; d: 05 Dec 1905, 
Gore, Hampshire, West Virginia

To Poppy
To Grandma Aggie
To my father
To me: he is my 38th great, grandfather.
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Burse, who was not in the family photograph, was the youngest. He drowned 
several years later, probably in the South Branch. He looks like his face was 
kicked in, most likely by a horse. 
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to move inland. 

The Watson land transaction caused disputes among the Watsons 

and the Malcolms, another theme that is repeated in my family’s 

history. The idea that family land can end up in the hands of someone 

not considered family or not considered a direct descendant of the 

progenitor can stir deep emotions in folks whose kinfolk have been 

forced off of their land by politics.

The Malcolms—Scotsmen, born of a line of Jacobites and sent 

to the New World for punishment for their loyalist sentiments—

had landed in Baltimore in 1728, indentured to the Hawkins family 

in Baltimore. Ironically, while the original Malcolm immigrant 

served as an indentured servant, his son served in the 3rd Battalion 

Western Washington Company in the Maryland Militia during the 

Revolutionary War. After his stint, he relocated to hundreds of acres 

he purchased on Baker’s Run in Hampshire County, originally 

Lord Fairfax land grants surveyed by George Washington. 

Charles was my second great grandfather, and a farmer and a 
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Malcolm’s Island on the Potomac River, original survey by George Washington, 
and acquired by James Malcolm after he served in the Revolutionary War. 
What was then called Maryland Island was renamed Malcolm Island.
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merchant. He served with two brothers in the Civil War in the 

14th VA Militia, Company K, under Captain McMakin. Marching 

to war, they sang songs about the cutthroat Lincoln, not even 

understanding why they were going to war. They were all working 

men, and none of them owned slaves. They probably assumed that 

Northern aggression would somehow strip them of their land—

the only way you could get them to leave it and bear arms. Nearby, 

Winchester changed hands as many as 78 times during the war, 

and by the following Christmas, they were all absent without leave, 

which tells me they longed for home. 

In the group photo, none of the Malcolms look particularly 

happy. There are even some sour looks, as I would expect in 

any family gathering. Some look sad and even near tears—the 

same way I usually look in a photo. Rachel looks especially sad, 

perhaps because by then she had lost as many children as are in 

the photograph. Along with Emma and John, Rachel lost Martha 

and Emily in April of 1874, possibly to influenza, and then in 
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Left: Great Uncle Bud sits on a chair propped up against the steep hillside. 
He holds his gun for support. Right: Uncle Bud may have used a rock and gun 
in the other photograph to keep his chair even, but he wasn’t as lucky in his 
horse and buggy. 
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March of 1877 she lost Harriet, Albert, and Lidda, probably from 

yellow fever that swept the area at the time. It is hard to imagine this 

descendant of Charlemagne and the King of the Goths, watching 

child after child die in the mountains halfway around the world 

from where her ancestors were born.

 Rachel lost David (Bud) after the family photograph was 

taken, in 1899, when he was 39. Rachel witnessed the deaths of 

eight children all told—half of her offspring and too much for one 

woman. Rachel herself died shortly after the photo was taken, so 

she didn’t live to see her youngest, Burse, die in 1906—he’s not in 

the picture. I’m sure Rachel would have preferred to die rather than 

see one more of her own go before her. I’m not sure why Burse 

wasn’t in the photo, due to its importance.

 The separate photograph of David (Bud) is a posed shot of 

him in a chair with his double-barreled shotgun, a truly necessary 

part of a mountaineer’s wardrobe. He looks to be mighty fond of 

that shotgun. It wouldn’t be a Malcolm picture without a gun and 
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Top: Malcolm Orchard in Levels, West Virginia. Come for your apples, peaches 
and Malcolm’s Lincoln tomatoes.  Bottom left: Another view of the orchard.  
Bottom right: Street sign.
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a dog—the truck didn’t enter the picture until a few generations 

later, but he does have a horse and buggy, and I bet the horse was a 

rowdy one. A piece of wood is wedged under the leg of Bud’s chair 

to make it even with the mountain. Finding even ground in the 

Appalachian Mountains is a very difficult thing to do. I was always 

teased, when I moved over the state line into Maryland, about 

having one leg shorter than the other one from spending so much 

time walking on the West Virginia mountains. Bud doesn’t look 

worried about that piece of wood being there in the photograph. 

I think he’s only concerned with his gun. He also appears to be 

uncomfortable in his suit, as do most of the other men in the 

group picture. Most of them wear work boots, which are worn and 

probably the only pair of shoes they owned. Coal mining wasn’t 

the largest industry then; farming was. All of the Malcolm men 

were farmers. The area was known for its orchards of apples and 

peaches. One relative still owns an orchard on the same family land. 

He didn’t know me when I came to visit, but he gave me apples 
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Top Left: Poppy Lute with his parents, Charles and Rachel. Right: Great Uncle 
James is steadying his chair with a rock under the leg as well. Bottom: Nathan 
Malcolm is Charles’ brother, who also served in the Civil War, and his wife 
Lenora, who is related to me twice, as she is my grandfather’s great aunt.
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anyway because I told him we were related. They grew a special 

tomato, too. It is called a Malcolm Lincoln, and he told me how to 

hull it out and seed it so I can grow some of my own. 

 Charles Henry’s separate photograph is very different. He is 

more concerned with appearances. A throw cover has been placed 

over a chair or bench, and his background is somewhere away from 

the house, possibly next to a wooded area out of view, probably 

behind where the photographer took the group picture. 

Charles Henry also seems to be much more comfortable with 

his clothes, and his dress shoes appear to be worn regularly. Perhaps 

he was a dandy. I do know he died three years before I was born, 

of alcohol-related reasons. He lived with Lute and his family. Lute 

was my Poppy.

 I think my Poppy must have been very attached to his parents. 

The photograph of him with Charles and Rachel suggests that he 

identified more with his parents than Henry or Bud did. In this 

photograph, all three are posed in the front of the house, unlike 
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Great Uncle Charles Henry, who died of cirrhosis of the liver.
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Henry, who had distanced himself. I do know that Lute and Silas 

were very close, especially after Burse died. Their children played 

together, and I know my cousins from that line.

 The last photograph is of Charles’ brother and sister-in-law, 

Nathan Harrison and Lenora (Martin) Malcolm, which means she 

was my grandmother’s great aunt by marriage and her husband’s 

natural aunt. This is not uncommon. 
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Poppy is trying to keep the chair straight next to Ma, as they balance on the 
hillside. My grandma Aggie is on the left at about 7, and her sister, Rachel is on 
the right at about 5. This was taken circa 1917 in Higginsville, West Virginia.
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Poppy 
and 
Ma

Poppy was my Grandma Aggie’s father. He was an orchard 

man. His real name was Luther, but everybody called him 

Lute. I like the sound of “Lute.” Like “flute,” it sounds 

musical. The Poppy I knew was a shrunken old man from Higginsville, 

West Virginia. Wisps of wild white hairs covered the top of his head 

like angel hair under a Christmas tree, which was fitting since he was 

like an angel to me. Poppy and I were close. He protected me—no 

matter what I did wrong, he wouldn’t allow my mother or father to 

spank me.

Poppy was the foreman for the A. L. Ewers Orchard in Three 

Churches, West Virginia, where he grafted apple trees. Grafting is an 

art, because you can’t grow apple trees from seeds; instead, new buds 
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Top: My great grandmother Estella Virginia Lewis is paddling apple butter in 
her efficient and powerful way.   Bottom: My Grandma Aggie and her cousin 
are ladling the apple butter into jars. She has longs pieces of oak and pine 
ready to place under the pot, depending on the needed temperature. 
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must be joined with a growing tree at a certain time of year. The buds 

have to be cultivated and stored until the tree is ready for them. Poppy 

always knew when it was just the right time to attach the buds in early 

spring. Other times of year Poppy did almost everything around the 

orchard. While Poppy worked, I climbed high in the apple trees, which 

were gnarled like Poppy’s hands, yet ripe with fruit. While I reached 

my hands into the trees and snapped off the apples briskly from their 

stems and tossed them into the baskets below, Poppy mended fences, 

thinned tubers, removed brush from the groves, and sorted apples. He 

kept the marred or scarred ones to bring home for Estella, his wife, 

called Stella by friends, but known as Ma by family. Ma would make 

apple butter in a huge cast iron pot. Apple butter does not know the 

difference between perfect apples or ones that are marred. Apple butter 

is a serious thing in West Virginia, and if anyone could make it serious, 

it was Ma. She had legs like apple tree trunks. She planted them on the 

ground when she stirred the apple butter, sometimes all day long. I’ve 

often wondered how Grandma Aggie came from such a large woman. 

Grandma was small like Poppy. In an old photo of Ma I have, she is 

making the butter, and I can see the force she wields. It takes might to 
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Poppy and Ma on the Ewers orchard around 1935. You can see the toll their 
life together has taken on them in 18 years.
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stir the long, wooden paddle in the cast iron pot, especially for so long 

and once it thickens. There is a pattern that must be adhered to in order 

to make the apple butter perfect. Each family has its ritualistic stirring 

patterns, paddles, and pots. Even the wood for the fire is important. 

Some burn pine under the pot, and some reject it; some swear by 

yellow poplar and abide by no other. Ten to twelve bushels of apples 

fit into a 40-gallon kettle, which can be either copper or brass. Ma 

used copper, which makes the apple butter darker. Most folks put 

pennies in the bottom to keep the apples from sticking and to turn 

the butter the right coppery color. Snitting is the process of quartering 

and seeding the peeled the apples. They are stewed in cider and stirred 

continuously for twelve hours—most family members took turns if 

they had the strength. Sugar is added, and then the spices—cinnamon 

and cloves. Sticks are pulled out of and put into the fire to regulate the 

temperature. When the butter is thick enough to stick to the paddle, it 

is ready to be canned. The best part is scooping out the remains from 

the kettle with some homemade bread. Ma ruled over the process with 

a wooden paddle and her iron fist.
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Ma’s family: Her dandy dad is in front with her mother. Her two sisters were 
in nursing school, as were most of the women on either side of the family 
around this time. They are on the property that is now called Coon Hollow.
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Ma’s father was a dandy, which meant he was a ladies’ man, and 

being married had nothing to do with that whatsoever. I don’t know 

if Ma’s life was hard or happy because of it, but I do know that she 

was a hard woman and everyone around her paid for it. When Ma 

married Poppy, they moved into the old Malcolm homestead on Town 

Hill in Higginsville, where Poppy’s fifteen brothers and sisters had 

once lived. 

The Ewers, who owned the orchard where Poppy worked, wanted 

to build Poppy a house on the other side of the road by the mountain, 

but he chose, instead, to move in with Grandma Aggie, his oldest 

daughter, further down route 28 and closer to Cumberland. He and 

Ma did not want to live in the old cabin alone or even in a new one. 

Ma died before I was born. Poppy was particular to my cousins 

Darlena and Kennetta, too, but he protected me even from deserved 

punishment. Even when I broke into our neighbor’s, Mrs. Powell’s 

house when I was five, he did not let my parents spank me. Mrs. 

Powell had gone into town to do her grocery shopping, and I decided 

to do the same, only I used her kitchen as my grocery store, picking 

out apples, oranges, and eggs from the refrigerator. I filled the grocery 
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Poppy is walking back from empyting his chamber pot only to be tormented 
by my father, as a young boy, to show him his “muscles.” This is in the new 
house on Route 28.
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bag, brimming over the top. I took it to Grandma, feeling so proud 

of myself. She stood there confused about where it had come from. 

My fatal mistake was dropping eggs from the door of Mrs. Powell’s 

refrigerator all the way to Grandma’s house. When Mrs. Powell came 

home, she thought she had been robbed, which she had, but I didn’t 

realize at the time I couldn’t just go into my neighbor’s house and 

help myself. Mrs. Powell was so gracious, telling Mom that I could go 

with her any time to the grocery store. The whole thing humiliated 

Mom, but Poppy wouldn’t let her spank me. Maybe he grew tired of 

all the hurting going on and couldn’t stand to see it inflicted on the 

little ones.

When Poppy was ready to die, he took his little wire glasses, his 

false teeth, his hearing aid, and his wallet and laid them on the end of 

the countertop in the kitchen and said to Grandma, “Aggie, I’m goin’ 

now.” At that moment Poppy sagged, like his wind was taken from 

him, then he tilted sideways and, with knees bent, toppled gracefully 

to the floor.
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Top: Ma died in 1952 before I was born and left Poppy heartbroken, as can 
be seen in this picture of her “decoration” at Branch Mountain Cemetery.
Bottom: This is lovely Ma when she was still a baby herself in 1910 when my 
grandmother Aggie was born. Ma was only seventeen when she was pregnant, 
just as Aggie was.
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Ma Malcolm’s Apple Butter 
(the secret recipe made modern)

•	 4	pounds	of	apples	(about	16	medium-sized,	

 sweet and tart apples)

•	 3 cups of raw sugar

•	 6 drops cinnamon oil

•	 ¼ teaspoon cloves

•	 ½ teaspoon nutmeg

•	 1 cup water

Wash, core, peel, and quarter apples (snitz). Combine apples and 
water in a large saucepan. Simmer until apples are soft. Puree, using a 
food processor, but do not liquefy. Measure approximately two quarts 
of apple pulp.

Combine apple pulp, raw sugar, and spices in a large saucepan. Cook 
slowly until thick enough to round up on a spoon. Stir frequently to 
prevent sticking. Ladle butter into hot, sterilized jars, leaving ½ inch 
headspace. Remove any air bubbles. Adjust caps. Process 10 minutes 
in boiling water to seal.
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Great grandparents

Grandparents’ generation

My parents’ generation

My generation

Lynches who married Malcolms

Odd man out
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This tree shows my immediate-extended family. Others came and went throughout my life, 
but these members are the ones who I interacted with the most. The Lynches are brothers 
and sisters. Jane Lynch married my Uncle Tyler and her brother Robert married Grandma 
Aggie’s sister Rachel and Jane’s other brother Kenneth married Grandma Aggie’s other 
sister Phyllis.  
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My grandfather Otis sits with his brother Legs. He already had his glass eye.
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My grandfather Otis never knew exactly when he was born. 

He knew the month, but he wasn’t sure of the day or  

year. Records indicate he was born in 1903 or 1905. 

When he was a young man, Otis lost his eye to a piece of hot coal 

as he was stoking the furnace. A red-hot ember flew out and embedded 

itself in his eye. He wasn’t a vain man, but he had a glass eye put in so it 

wouldn’t bother anyone else. He said one eye was all he needed, anyway, 

and that’s why we had spares. Of course the fake eye never looked in the 

same direction as his good eye. He always said, “It’s got a mind of its 

own.” He used to pretend to take it out to clean it. He’d shut his eyelid 

and act like he’d placed it in his mouth. He’d use his tongue against 

his cheek to make it look like the eye was actually in there; we were all 

fooled. He’d keep the lid shut all the while. Then he’d carefully pretend 

to remove the eye and pop it back in and say, “Boy, can I see real good 

now.” He delighted and horrified his grandchildren with this trick for 

Otis
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many years, until we finally caught on. Both eyes, the good one and the 

glass one, sat under bushy gray and white brows with hairs that had a 

mind of their own, too. 

Family legend has it that Otis fled Cumberland, Maryland, and swam 

across the Potomac to West Virginia fleeing the police for either mortally 

maiming or killing a man. He rarely ventured back into Cumberland 

until he was older and started working at the Kelly Tire factory, where he 

never missed a day of work. Even after he retired, he had to keep busy. 

He did yard work in town for the bank and other odd jobs for friends 

or relatives. It’s uncertain whether or not he got paid for most of what 

he did for family and friends—at least whether he was paid in money. 

Favors were sometimes paid for in fresh-butchered meat, a spare car part, 

or moonshine. 

Even in his later years, Otis was always well muscled and physically fit. 

He was partial to Old Granddad bourbon. Back then I thought all old 

granddads drank it; now it’s just ironic. He was prone to fits of anger, 

which he expressed solely to himself when he was mad by shadowboxing 

without a shadow, moving his arms moved in quick jabs, at an invisible 

opponent, while a string of obscenities sprang from his mouth at a fierce 
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rate. I asked Grandma one time why he did that and she said, “So as 

not to put his wrath on his loved ones.” We never bothered him when 

he had these spells; they seemed quite normal to us. Whenever he got 

this way, he usually retreated to the basement and fiddled with whatever 

gadget he was working on.

My grandparents weren’t well off, but I can remember Otis tipping the 

waitresses very well when we ate at the diner in Furnace Acres. I suppose 

his one good eye was definitely a roving eye. I had seen it peering at the 

crack in the bathroom door as my cousin Darlena took her bath. 
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Grandma Aggie around 1945.
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Grandma Aggie was my father’s mother, but she was more of 

a mother to me than my own mother. She “set her store by 

me,” as others so often pointed out, and as a child, I never 

understood that because I knew we didn’t have a store. 

  When I stayed with my Grandma Aggie, which was often, I had 

many special places to play. One of my favorite places was her room 

because that’s where the closet of history was. The tall, narrow door was 

like an opening into a different time. In its deep, dark recesses, hidden in 

the musty corners, were signs of times I could witness only by touching 

what was left behind. Along with her needlepoint and the smell of 

enclosed places, all of Grandma Aggie’s family photos were in there, as 

well as postcards to her family members, dating back to the days when 

her entire clan lived in Higginsville, Hampshire County, when it was still 

part of Virginia. I thought it was a long way away, being in an entirely 

Grandma 
Aggie
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different county, and so I really never felt connected to the faces that 

looked out solemnly and sometimes sadly from the tin plates that stacked 

up haphazardly in the closet’s corners. 

Often, it seemed as if time did not shift for my Grandma Aggie 

either. Her story was buried in the closet and in her flesh, like it was a 

scarlet “A” much like the scar that ran along her back and all the way up 

her side and onto the front of her, a scar very much like Route 28, the 

scar where her one lung was removed. The little pin scars that followed 

it on both sides were like the people in her life—a road map of the lynch 

pins that rooted her scars to her frail form. This is the result of her trying 

to smoke herself to death. She had the lung removed when she was only 

50. Her scars were beyond physical and were as twisted on her body as 

they were in her spirit.

My Grandma Aggie was born in the Three Churches, West Virginia, 

named after a Presbyterian, a Methodist, and a Primitive Baptist Church—

all three congregating on the top of a hill, close enough to hop to one 

and skip to the other but far enough apart theologically to cause rifts 

in families and divide allegiances among them. Her ancestors are on 

Jersey Mountain, where it looks like the bodies should be buried at a 



95

45 degree angle just to fit into the landscape. Grandma Aggie’s second 

great grandparents are buried under the northeast corner of the Primitive 

Baptist church, which was an accident because it was renovated and 

their headstones had deteriorated surreptitiously back into the landscape, 

and unsuspecting workers just erected the walls over their bones. Had I 

known then that they were sleeping eternally under the church building 

itself, I may have felt more inclined to behave myself, but as I had no 

idea of how closely embedded in (or under) the church my family was, I 

was a pretty rotten kid. Grandma Aggie’s great grandfather is also buried 

there in the cemetery with hundreds of her other relatives lying beneath 

the faded limestone markers chiseled by hand and worn away to barely 

discernable letters. And ironically, while he laid in the same graveyard as 

the rest of Grandma Aggie’s kin, when his wife died, her family put her 

in the Methodist graveyard a few hundred yards down the road. There 

was a dispute over land, and it carried on even after death, and like a 

cruel other-worldly joke, her family buried her in another theology. By 

this time, the land that the churches sat on had already been donated 

by Grandma Aggie’s second great grandparents, whose bones provided 

their foundations.
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Wesley Chapel in Levels, West Virginia—the other cemetery where the rest 
of the family is buried.
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Religion and land may have been some of the central dividing 

features among my family, and it still is. The central theme, and the 

mystery that guided my Grandma Aggie, was the story of her illegitimate 

son, my Uncle Tyler. This was all tied up in some way with Darlena and 

Kennetta, my dwarf cousins. I tiptoed around the whole secret even at 

the young age of six. I knew some things were not to be questioned, but 

I asked them anyway. However, I was careful to make sure I was alone 

with her when I did ask. That’s when she would tell me about how she 

disgraced her family and that the newspaper ran an article about it. She 

showed it to me, yellowed and thin, almost translucent with years of 

handling, sort of like my Grandma Aggie herself. There was a section in 

the Hampshire Review that was called “Brief Mention,” which printed the 

goings-on in the local communities across the county. Most of the articles 

were about everyday events, like:

W.L. Saville of near Three Churches, on Monday butchered a hog 
that netted 850 pounds. If anyone can beat that we would be glad to 
hear of it.

A play “Coon Creek Courtship” will be given at Kedron School on 
Friday night, February 11th, at 7:30 o’clock. Admission will be 10 and 
20 cents and the proceeds are for the benefit of the school.

A month back yesterday some were making New Year’s resolutions 
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which many did not keep. Two months ahead of that day many will 
be dodging the practical joker on April Fool day. Tempus is fugiting 
right along.

It is hard to imagine that something so life-altering appeared in a 

column with pig slaughterings, but it was surely in there. I know that 

Grandma Aggie’s father didn’t hold the pregnancy against her, and in 

fact, he was furious about the mention in the newspaper. I’m not sure 

how her it affected her mother, Stella, who was not a gentle woman.

The story that set Grandma Aggie’s pace in life, and that set her on 

the track to losing her lung, started when she got pregnant at seventeen. 

At the time, she lived in a small shack along with her sister and parents on 

the orchard where her father worked, which was a good ways by horse 

from the family homestead on Town Hill overlooking Graybill Holler in 

Higginsville. She was attending Romney High School in West Virginia 

back when students had to board because they could not travel back and 

forth every day. Unlike her one-room grammar schoolhouse days when 

the sled would come for her on winter days or a carriage would come in 

the spring, both ringing their bells, Romney was too far. And so she and 

her sister, who was two years younger, traveled by train from Springfield 
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to Romney and boarded with strangers or maybe distant relatives, who 

did not know either well enough to keep them out of trouble. Staying 

away from home led Grandma Aggie into situations that I am sure her 

mother never suspected. Grandma Aggie probably never suspected it, 

either. A young girl having grown up among the apple orchard trees, 

making apple butter for the winter, or canning green beans, was not wily 

enough to know how to look out for a smooth talker. And so the young 

country girl seeking an education got more than she bargained for. 

The man was Robert Loy, a millworker from Northriver Mills, which 

was at the southern end of Hampshire County. He was 27 and probably 

went to Romney on weekends to cash his check and have drinks with 

his fellow workers. In the pictures I have seen of her, Grandma Aggie 

looked like she was barely past puberty. Maybe it was the danger in 

being with an older man, or maybe it was just her desire to be loved. In 

a dramatic reversal, could she have been a victim. By today’s standards, 

she was statutorily raped.

She must have hidden the pregnancy well for a while. Her sister 

Rachel was probably the first to know. When Grandma Aggie was a 

junior, Rachel was a freshman. Their closeness in age caused problems 
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Top: Aggie is pictured above, looking no older than fourrteen. She is holding 
Phyllis while her cousin holds my Uncle Tyler. Bottom Left: Phyllis and Uncle 
Tyler next to the family cow circa 1932. Bottom Right: Some of the extended 
family that lived in the shack on the orchard. In front is Grandma Aggie holding 
Phylis and Poppy is holding Uncle Tyler.
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for them, and when Grandma Aggie became pregnant, the situation 

only worsened. Rachel knew the disgrace it would cause her family 

and ultimately her. If Grandma Aggie told Robert, it was not enough 

to head them to the alter. He either was already married or just simply 

disappeared. That was about the only way he could get out of marrying 

her in those days—except perhaps death, which is another possibility, 

but the Loy name is a prominent one in the county, and no one knew 

then who the father was; Grandma Aggie kept the secret to her death, 

bearing the shame on her own. It wasn’t until I searched the archives 

in the courthouse in Romney that I learned of Robert. My Uncle Tyler 

found out from me.

While Aggie was away at school, Ma became pregnant again. By 

the end of her junior year, Aggie had to quit school and give birth to 

my Uncle Tyler. She was in labor during the hot month of July in 1927, 

and her mother sat by her nearly five months’ pregnant herself, assisting 

in the delivery of her grandchild. At seventeen, Aggie had a newborn 

with no father while her small father worked to feed them all: Aggie, her 

newborn son, her pregnant mother, and her sister Rachel—five mouths 

soon to be six.
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Top: Uncle Tyler and Phyllis played together throughout their childhood.
Bottom: Uncle Tyler and Phyllis with another cousin.
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Grandma Aggie’s son Tyler was a constant reminder that she had 

sinned. He was the proof of it—something tangible brought into the 

world that could not be denied. And then her mother went into labor 

and gave birth to Grandma Aggie’s baby sister—seventeen years her 

junior, a sister who would grow up alongside her illegitimate son. This 

connection of the two babies born that summer on the apple orchard 

was clouded by another sign, an omen that also could not be denied: 

Her baby sister Phyllis was born small, a dwarf. And even the isolation 

of living in a shack on an apple orchard, miles away from anyone, could 

not keep Grandma Aggie or her secret safe. In a small community, where 

ancestors are not merely buried in a graveyard but underneath its church, 

signs abound. 

Grandma Aggie’s dwarfed baby sister, born so shortly after her 

illegitimate son’s birth, became a sign. No one knew then that a woman 

carrying a child shares an experience with her ancestors that goes back 

before recorded history. No one knew then that the genes were there 

lying dormant, waiting for an opportunity to present themselves. To the 

community, her sister’s abnormality was an indication that something was 

wrong—an abomination because of the sin that was Grandma Aggie’s 
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Top: Grandma Aggie in front of the shack in the orchard. Bottom: Uncle Tylor 
on the porch and Phyllis is in the doorway of the house.
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son. The two sins had to grow up in a shack on the apple orchard 

together: Tyler despised for his illegitimacy and Phyllis pitied for her 

plight. Grandma Aggie learned it to be the curse of love and the curse 

of being loved for which she had to take responsibility. 

The burden of how she brought this shame onto her family, onto 

herself, and onto her child, mother, and sisters was with her every day. 

In a one-room cabin, there is no escape. She woke to them every day 

and said goodnight to them every evening. There would be no more 

school, no more traveling into the city, no more riding in her cousin’s 

newfangled automobiles. Rachel would go without her. Rachel and be 

the good sister, who had a chance to make something of herself. 

Once exposed to the ridicule, she changed. She decided that her 

reputation was already ruined, something she could not fix, and so she 

did not try. But no one told any of this to Phyllis, who was the little 

darling of the community and very popular. Phyllis was gay and loved 

to sing. She was happy and loved as she played next to Tyler, who was 

the bastard son of a wanton woman, who would never forget this brand. 

However, the stigma must have made Grandma Aggie stubborn as 

she matched the conventional ridicule by remaining unmarried, seemingly 
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Top: Grandma Aggie is in the orchard, holding her grandson, Tyler’s first born. 
She is with her sisters Rachel and Phyllis, and Phyllis’ husband Kenneth. 
Phyllis can be seen being silly and tormenting Kenneth. Bottom: Aggie and 
Otis during their younger years.
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throwing her illegitimate child in people’s faces while she either pined 

away for her true love Robert for ten years before she gave up or was 

traumatized and lived with the stigma attached to her plight for ten years 

before she ventured back out into the world, seeking companionship. 

When she met my Granddad Otis, who was an orchard worker, she 

found another person to whom convention was not an issue. Otis agreed 

to raise her son as his own. I’m not sure many men would have wanted 

to get involved with her after her reputation was soiled, but Granddad 

Otis was just as rebellious as Grandma Aggie. Even though she found 

someone who was as unconventional as she, I think the marriage was 

one of convenience. They lived with Poppy and Ma for a while there 

in the apple orchard shack. Ten years after giving birth to Uncle Tyler, 

she gave birth to my father in that same orchard shack, amidst the green 

apples of late summer. Then there were eight people in a one-room 

shack: Grandma Aggie and her parents, both sisters, two sons, and her 

new husband. Later, Grandma Aggie and Granddad Otis moved into the 

historic Hardy house before they moved to the house I knew on Route 

28, and when they did move, everyone followed. 

When I entered the picture many years later, Phyllis had already died 
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Grandma Aggie and her medicine. She’s probably on the floor because she 
cannot stand up.
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of cancer, and her two dwarfed daughters were in the care of Grandma 

Aggie and Granddad Otis. Grandma Aggie made her mission in life to 

care for anyone who was afflicted. Maybe this was because she knew 

what affliction was. She cared for Granddad Otis’s brother and wife who 

had tuberculosis, she took in two of her cousins whose parents died and 

raised them before they went to West Virginia School of Nursing, and 

then she took in Phyllis’s two motherless daughters. I believe Grandma 

Aggie’s taking care of her baby sister’s children was some kind of 

penance for what she perceived she had done to Phyllis. The care was 

twisted, maladjusted, and became something else altogether. Over time, 

its warped nature ate my grandmother up from the inside out. 

This, along with her Pall Mall cigarettes, and her probable contraction 

of tuberculosis, eventually led to her one lung being removed, but her 

death wish did not stop. She kept drinking and smoking. She had many 

ailments that kept her in bed when I was small. Looking back, I think 

she tried to hide from her life, and one way she did this was drink. She 

would fill her medicine bottles with bourbon. I can remember being 

small and having her tell me to “Get me my medicine,” which meant 

she wanted the pony bottle of Rolling Rock on a shelf in the refrigerator. 
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Grandma Aggie with Phyllis and Kenneth’s two daughters right afer Phyl-
lis’s’ funeral. The girls do not know what is in store for them as motherless 
dwarves in West Virginia. 
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She would also sneak Pall Malls out the back window or in the attic—

she attempted to hide the fact that she smoked from all of us, but folks 

pulling in the driveway could see the smoke billowing from the attic 

window. 

When I was old enough, I followed her to the basement where she 

was then hiding her cigarettes. This was after my father died and she was 

tired of living. I lit my first cigarette there beside her and told her that if 

she was going to smoke, I was too. I was fourteen. She died not long 

afterwards because of her cancer in the other lung and the fluid drowned 

her. 

I kept smoking.
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Left: Darlena at nine. Right: Kennetta at seven. 
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My cousins on my father’s side, Darlena and Kennetta, were 

born dwarfed like their mother, Phyllis, who was Grandma 

Aggie’s youngest sister. When Kennetta was nine months 

and Darlena three years old, Phyllis died. We were told it was from a 

complication of pregnancy, but we found out much later that she was 

eaten up with cancer from her throat to her intestines. 

Darlena and Kennetta’s father, Kenny, whom Kennetta was named 

after, met a woman afterward who wanted to take them and raise them, but 

Grandma swore she overheard the word “circus” one night and wouldn’t 

let them take the girls. Grandma had no legal right to keep them, but she 

took them anyway. I think my Granddad Otis gently threatened Kenny. 

He disappeared shortly after with the woman, and my Grandma Aggie 

Darlena
and 
Kennetta
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Darlena at four and Kennetta at two after their mother had died. They are 
on the front porch with Granddad Otis at his and Grandma Aggie’s house on 
Route 28.



115

took in Darlena and Kennetta permanently, becoming more of a mother 

instead of an aunt. Kennetta even called her “Mom.” This was the surface 

story, but underneath was another matter. Kenny had wanted to keep 

them, and their new stepmother was happy to have them. Darlena and 

Kennetta did not know this and in fact were told that their father had 

abandoned them. Grandma Aggie wanted to raise them for a reason 

none of us can fathom. Kenny did not fight for the girls. Maybe he knew 

he could not win. Maybe he was afraid of Granddad Otis. But Darlena 

and Kennetta were left with the impression that they were at Grandma 

Aggie’s because of her generosity. 

Being dwarfed, Darlena and Kennetta had normal upper bodies, but 

their arms and legs were short, and their heads were large compared 

with the rest of their bodies. Another distinguishing feature was the extra 

wide space between their ring and middle fingers. I was jealous of them 

when they made the Vulcan sign of “live long and prosper” so easily. It 

amazed us like Granddad’s glass eye. 

Kennetta’s smallness was complicated further by bowed legs, but she 

never seemed to mind, even though Grandma Aggie told her that her 

legs would have to be broken and reset when she turned 20 and even 
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at that she would not live long. Kennetta was easy-going—she was not 

driven by anything in particular and had no specific goals. She wasn’t 

good in school and liked to laugh. At times, I think she even forgot that 

she was small. She was naive, but kind and accepting of others. 

Darlena dealt with her short stature in various ways. Always serious, 

she was prone to fits of melancholy, especially as a teenager. She would 

hide away in her room and play Motown: the Supremes or the Four 

Tops. I never really knew what set her off into these blue moods until I 

was much older. I thought it was always having to be responsible since 

she looked after Wayne and me often while still doing her chores at 

Grandma Aggie’s house. Darlena had dreams and never stopped short 

of going after them. She took shorthand in school, and I thought it was 

because she was short, but she told me it was because she was thinking 

of being a secretary. She ended up attending Tri-State Beauty Academy, 

taking her stool to stand on when she cut or permed her patrons’ hair. 

I am sure her small fingers found it difficult to stretch hair over rollers 

and her small arms barely reached around some women’s heads. I do not 

remember her complaining.

As a child, I was protective of the girls to outsiders, and if we went 
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into town, I got mad at people on the street or in stores who would stare 

a moment longer than I thought was necessary. This did not convey into 

our home life, as I never stayed out of their belongings and tortured 

them mercilessly, as I did my brother. They had no sense of privacy 

with me in their lives. I dressed in their clothes, played in their makeup, 

wore their shoes, and listened to their albums. But from the time that I 

was smaller than either, I loved and admired them. They were small like 

me, they took care of me, held me when I was sick, and scolded me 

when I was bad because we spent more time with them than with our 

parents. They tolerated my bad behavior and loved me in spite of my 

orneriness. 

All through the years, Darlena and Kennetta were very close to each 

other. They always had friends in school, and I think Kennetta was 

popular, like her mother, Phyllis, who, I am told, was a clown and liked to 

sing and be silly. Even though they were three years apart, their sameness 

bound them together, and their personalities complemented one another. 

Seldom did I hear Kennetta’s name without hearing Darlena’s. They 

were part of a set, having many of the same friends, going many places 

together. Kennetta made Darlena smile, and Darlena provided Kennetta 
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with a sense of stability. Of course, they fought as any sisters will fight, 

but it was the normal sibling fighting over clothes or makeup. 

Grandma Aggie did for them the things she knew how to do. She 

taught them to sew as soon as they were old enough, as every article of 

clothing they bought had to be altered. Their misfortune was my gain: 

As they cut the sleeves from shirts, I used them as Barbie dresses. Since 

Barbie was well endowed, the sleeve-dresses fit snugly across her plastic 

chest. 

Grandma Aggie taught the girls to be independent. They learned to 

drag and kick a stool around with them. They shared the same stool, 

kicking it like a soccer ball from place to place as they reached for things 

even I could reach as a small child. For Darlena, the stool became an 

extension of her being. Even today, when I see a footstool, I think of 

Darlena. I never realized until later that it was her ball and chain.

Grandma also saw to their religious upbringing, in opposition to 

her own beliefs in many ways. The church had shunned Grandma after 

she became pregnant out of wedlock, so I think she gave Darlena and 

Kennetta a glimpse of God because she feared even more retribution.

In rural West Virginia, there wasn’t much that could be done to 
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prepare Darlena and Kennetta for what they faced, since all unexplained 

phenomena were linked to sin—and they were unexplained. I think in 

Grandma Aggie’s eyes they were her punishment for her own misdoings, 

for having a child while unmarried, for staying that way, and for not 

regretting the love she had for the man, who was most likely married. 

And so, in essence, the girls were slaves: to me, to my Grandma Aggie, 

in more ways than one, and to their own bodies.

I remembered when I thought being a little person had many 

advantages. I told Grandma so one day. I told her how I wanted to 

remain small like Darlena and Kennetta. Darlena overheard us and took 

me aside to set me straight. She said, “This world isn’t made for small 

people. You’re always the butt of someone’s joke. People really do look 

down on you. You have to walk twice as fast just to keep up, and most 

think they have to make allowances for you. We were born disadvantaged, 

and we’ll die that way.”

“But God made you that way, and he put you here for a reason,” I 

said, repeating what I had heard grownups say about the unexplained.

“No,” she said, “God made a mistake.” 
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Although it is a name she rejected as soon as she moved from 

West Virginia, my mother was called Tootie for as long as I 

can remember. Her aunts named her Tootie for a reason she 

cannot fathom. I do know that a sip of whiskey is called a wee tootie by 

the Scotch and Irish. I think that is fitting because she is a small woman; 

however, Tootie’s father never called her anything but “Girlie” until the 

day he died. 

My father, Keith, moved to Route 28, across the street from Tootie, 

when he was a young boy. Tootie and he went to Fort Ashby High 

School together. They hung around with a group of friends who lived 

in the Furnace Acres area off Route 28. They were all much older than 

Tootie, but being without a mother who watched her and with a father 

Tootie 
and
Keith
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Left: Keith and Tootie with friends at a school dress-up function. She was 
the youngest in the group. Right: Tootie and Keith probably shortly after they 
married, standing in front of his Cushman motorcycle.
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who worked hard for the family and didn’t have a watchful eye on 

his young and rebellious daughter, it went unnoticed. And Sparky, her 

stepmother, was more interested in her garden and being a friend to 

Tootie—not a mother. 

This group of friends pulled shenanigans, as my grandfather called 

them. They once toppled the old post office in town. It was just a shack 

back then, and they got the bright idea of hitching it onto the car bumper 

and driving off. When her father asked her if she did it, Tootie couldn’t 

lie to him—she could never lie to her father. If anything, she would just 

avoid telling the truth, like when she and her best friend Wanda decided 

to drink a fifth of bourbon and got sick. Sparky bought the bourbon 

for them, and so she ended up calling up Keith and his father to help. 

Tootie remembers Keith’s father providing the home remedy of bitters 

and peppermint to relieve the stomach upset, something he would have 

known well, and Keith went over to help get Tootie and Wanda into bed. 

Sparky did not tell Granddad why they were sick.

My father was twenty and my mother five days past her sixteenth 

birthday when they were married at the Short Gap Methodist Church in 
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Short Gap, West Virginia. On December 21, 1958, the reporter for the 

Cumberland Evening Times wrote:

The bride was attired in a ballerina-length gown of white ce styled with 
fitted bodice, high neckline with Peter Pan collar, and long sleeves. Her 
ballerina-length veil of bridal illusion fell from a lace headpiece. She carried 
a white Bible topped with white rosebuds and with a shower of ribbons.

A reception was held in the social hall of the church following the ceremony 
and later at the home of the bridegroom. A four-tiered wedding cake 
centered the bride’s table, trimmed with pink and white rosebuds.

For their wedding trip to Virginia the bride wore a plaid dress with green 
predominating black accessories and her corsage of rosebuds.

The group shot of the wedding shatters the “bridal illusion,” because 

Grandma Aggie looks miserable. She was losing her son—one of her 

main reasons for living.

In the photograph of bride and groom, my mother standing next to 

my father—he in his too-big tux, rented at the last minute, and she in her 

“ballerina-length gown”—look like the youngsters they were. My mother 

still had baby fat in her cheeks. And tucked away in the white ballerina-

length gown was the beginning of me—two months after conception—

the reason for the occasion of this photograph. 

Tootie found out she was pregnant because she kept passing out. 
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The wedding party.
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She told Sparky, who was the one to tell her father for her. Tootie never 

really knew how the marriage happened; miraculously, it was just being 

planned, as if it were a natural occurrence. In some ways, it was a natural 

occurrence: Tootie got pregnant, and then she got married. There were 

no questions and no options. She just went along with the momentum 

that had gathered from those around her. 

Sparky and my grandmother Aggie took care of everything—the 

invitations, the church, and the attire. The church reception was stiff. 

The photos show how uncomfortable everyone was: first, because they 

were in a church, and second, because the men were in suits and women 

in heels. Most of the men never wore a suit while alive—unless it was 

for court. Later, the reception at Grandma Aggie’s house was the party 

to remember. Dancing, drinking, shouting, and more drinking were 

Tootie’s initiation into her marriage—something not too far off from her 

real married life.

After they were married, my parents had to live with Grandma Aggie 

and my Granddad Otis, as well as Grandma Aggie’s nieces, Darlena and 

Kennetta, and Aggie’s father, Poppy, and sometimes Otis’s nephew and 

a few cousins. She had to drop out of Fort Ashby High School to stay 
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home and take care of a dozen or so in-laws. She soon had to learn to 

cook for up to ten people, because Aggie had her “spells” and there was 

no one else to do it. Tootie was used to her father or Sparky taking of 

care of her, not having to take care of others. Tootie now not only had 

to manage the cooking but had to have dinner on the table by 3:00, so 

Granddad Otis could get to the Kelly Tire Company for second shift. 

The one good thing about moving into Grandma Aggie’s house was that 

Tootie had indoor plumbing for the first time in her life. 

Upon Tootie’s marriage a few short weeks after her sixteenth birthday, 

she discovered her new life would also involve dealing with a man who 

did not know the difference between love and anger. Keith first hit her 

about a month after they were married over some remark she made. She 

thought about telling someone, but she didn’t know who or how or even 

if she had a right to. She loved him and was confused. She soon learned 

that it wasn’t unusual for men to hit their wives, and often it was a joke 

amongst the men. Many of her friends suffered the same fate. Before 

long, she began to think it was just the way things were. She recognized 

the thin line between love and violence and never thought she had a right 

to be treated any better. 
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It didn’t take long before Keith was out in the evenings and acting 

like he was still single. When Tootie was giving birth to me at Memorial 

Hospital seven months after their wedding, Keith was taking flying 

lessons early that morning. Legend has it that he was flying over the 

hospital when I was born. Dr. Hodges, Tootie’s doctor, also happened 

to be the man who certified pilots. Dr. Hodges was an old codger with 

a sense of justice. He knew my father messed around on Tootie, so he 

wouldn’t pass him, and my father never got his license to fly; perhaps 

this kept him alive a few years longer. He was at the hospital long 

enough to comment on the ugliness of his new baby daughter, but by 

the evening after I was born, he was out with another woman, as Tootie 

soon found out. 

Keith’s running around continued throughout the marriage. And 

while he could sleep with any woman he chose—even fourteen-year-old 

cousins—Tootie was held responsible for any man who looked at her. 

She bore the brunt of their stares, as if she could control another man’s 

eyes. Incidentally, the more he roamed, the more he blamed Tootie for it, 

and the more she became accustomed to the back of his hand or a well-

placed slap across the face. And so her beauty and her sexuality were 
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nearly beaten out of her by the father of her three children. If they were 

out and a man paid special attention to her, she paid the price. 

Granddad Otis stood up for Tootie during one of Keith’s blow-ups. 

Driving down Route 28, they were arguing and Keith floored the gas 

pedal, trying to scare Tootie—who reached over and shut off the car. 

Luckily they were near enough to Grandma Aggie’s house, so Tootie 

jumped out and ran to the door. Granddad Otis was there, saw the 

impending fight, and stood in Keith’s way, simply saying, “Stop it now 

boy.” They argued, but he wasn’t allowed near Tootie that time. But Otis 

wouldn’t always be there for her. 

Keith’s anger toward Tootie made her realize that love can be hard 

and cold, and she held that in her stomach. Tootie had been hit in front 

of others, behind closed doors, and in front of her children. She had 

been reprimanded with a punch to the gut. She had been warned with a 

quick left-handed slap across the face. She had been thrown off a porch, 

like debris left after a summer storm, giving her a deep gash that left 

a scar reaching down toward her shin bone. One day, she finally had 

enough. She left him and moved back home with her father and Sparky. 

But unfortunately for Tootie, working at the diner in Short Gap, West 
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Virginia, was a respectable profession but not one that would feed her 

two children. Two years later, in desperation, she married Keith again. 

It was only a few years after my parents were remarried that Tootie 

nearly shot Keith after he had raised his hands to her in one of his 

drunken rages. Tootie knew where he kept his gun, she knew how to 

use it, and she waited for him to fall asleep before she got it. Tootie had 

shot targets in the backyard, and every man around hunted at that time. 

Bloody deer were draped across truck tops as they were paraded around 

the neighborhood. You didn’t pick up a gun unless you aimed to use it 

in these parts. 

Grandma Aggie was staying with us at the time, and she watched 

while her daughter-in-law loaded the gun, cocked it, and walked to the 

room where the man who slept the drunkard’s slumber lay. I do not 

know what she thought as she watched Tootie walk purposefully into the 

room where her son’s whiskey breath drew in heavily into the late spring 

night. While his mother, my own beloved grandmother, did nothing to 

stop him from hitting Tootie, she also did nothing to stop Tootie from 

walking into that room with a loaded gun.

I don’t know if Tootie stood there for five minutes or for an hour, 
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Keith when he worked for a while for Kelly Tires in Cumberland, Maryland.
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contemplating what she was going to do. Perhaps she waited for divine 

inspiration or for the gun to miraculously work on its own. Maybe she 

considered her children, her father, and her very own life before she ran 

to destroy the gun before it shattered us all. Whatever her thoughts, in 

the end, something stopped her. Instead of leveling the pistol and aiming 

for his heart or his head as she could have done by skill but perhaps not 

by nature, she gathered what control she had left and smashed the pistol 

against the concrete patio of where we lived on Scenic Lane, just off of 

Route 28 and not far from either of their parents’ homes. 

Keith would die shortly afterward but not by Tootie’s hand. In 

retrospect, I think someone was going to die. It was better for his children 

that he died of medical complications than at the hands of his children’s 

mother. 

Keith’s rage and confusion ended up taking out its own revenge 

on his insides. It was merely a matter of days after he turned 30, and 

not long after the gun incident, that he doubled over in pain and called 

his mother to take him to the hospital. He was rushed into surgery in 

which the doctors removed 27 feet of his rebellious intestines, which had 

twisted into a kink, a condition that is very rare in young men. 
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Left: Tootie and children going to Church on Easter. Right: The three of us 
after dad died.
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Then, complications set in: Gangrene invaded the intestines, and 

because of this, he was not supposed to have anything to eat or drink. 

He went into shock, which ended up being fatal. Tootie suspected that 

someone gave him water when, between his parched lips, he asked for it. 

No matter what he asked for, he was given it because he was the golden 

child, the child of his mother’s middle age, a child Grandma Aggie did 

not expect to love so much. So when he asked for water, Tootie felt 

that Grandma Aggie probably gave it to him, not being able to deny 

him anything. Ironically, though Tootie nearly killed Keith, and certainly 

wanted to, she blamed Grandma Aggie for his death. The clash between 

these two women in Keith’s life remained after his death. 

If Keith would have survived the gangrene and the removal of 27 

feet of intestine, his life would have drastically changed. There would be 

no more chasing women, no more drinking, and no more charming his 

way out of everything. His life, as he knew it, was over. Tootie would 

have been bound by marriage and God to honor him, and he would have 

had no other options but to depend on her. Keith would have resented it, 

and again, Tootie would have paid in some way for this blame. 

Keith died and was immortalized as one who was taken too soon, a 
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“wonderful man cut down in his prime.” Tootie had to endure this and 

not speak ill of the dead for the sake of her children, who had already 

suffered enough.

Tootie rejected Keith’s family afterward . . . in part because of their 

compliance in his treatment of her and not helping her in some way, but 

also because she chose to move on from a life that brought her nothing 

but pain and confusion. The only times she would take her three children 

to Grandma Aggie’s house were when she went on church retreats, 

where she could warm her soul with her new love, the church.

When all of the chaos of the funeral settled down and we went back 

to the house on Scenic Lane, Tootie was alone with her three children—

two of which had seen the violence perpetrated against her. I was ten, 

my brother seven, and my sister two. Not much had changed for the kids 

after he died, as our father was not often home because of his job, but 

for Tootie, the threat of what would happen when he did get home was 

no longer a concern for her. 

Tootie gave up cigarettes the week after the funeral—a sort of penance 

for wanting him dead to begin with. But for her, his death only meant 

her life. She sat on the couch at Scenic Lane for many days, staring out 
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the bay window into the July heat that blazed into summer. Never once 

did she light a match to the end of a cigarette that was nearby in the 

pack. When she sat for most of the summer and into late fall, the woman 

who had never much ventured out of West Virginia packed her bags and 

those of her children and drove to the subtropical sun of Florida to visit 

her aunts Effie and Pug. 
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Route 28 and Three Churches, West Virginia map.
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Grandma Aggie’s House

The Woodland Inn.

Graceland Baptist 
Church.

Possible Shack where 
my father was born.

Malcolm Orchard

Mount Bethel Primitive 
Baptist Church

Wesley Methodist 
Church

Malcolm Homestead

South Branch at Wada-
jo Lodge

Blue Beach Bridge
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Top: The Woodland Inn circa 1999.  Bottom: Grandma Aggie is in the midst of 
the Woodland Inn Bowlers circa 1964.



141

Bars are a family thing in West Virginia, and loyalty to the 

bar, as to the place itself, is unwavering. In fact, the first 

thing my relatives did upon arriving from Ireland was open 

a tavern on an old stage route not far off Route 28 in what was then 

Frederick County, Virginia. Ironically, everything we did, everywhere 

we went, was situated along Route 28, a long road that winds through 

the foothills of the Allegheny Mountains and travels from Maryland into 

West Virginia, weaving into and out of the places of my past. Both sets 

of my grandparents lived along Route 28, and some of my schools were 

on Route 28. Our church was on Route 28—and so were our bars. 

I was about four when my family bought the bar on Route 28. The 

bar we owned was about midway between Boonie’s and the Woodland 

Inn. Boonie’s was named after the owner, a wealthy man, about fifty, 

with a peg leg that never curtailed his ability to chase the ladies. “King 

Our 
Bars
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of the Road” played there on the jukebox. Its metal barstools were 

covered in red Naugahyde—ripped edges sticking out here and there. 

The whole place had a blue glow from the neon light advertising Pabst 

Blue Ribbon. 

Boonie’s was about spitting distance from the Maryland state line 

in Wiley Ford, West Virginia. The Ridgeley Bridge crossed the Potomac 

River from Cumberland, Maryland, into West Virginia, and if the 

Marylanders were lucky enough to get past the Ridgeley speed traps, they 

could make it to Boonie’s all right. In general, Marylanders, especially 

those from Cumberland, were considered city folk and were therefore 

suspicious. The routine was hard on Boonie during the weekends, trying 

to keep the Maryland roughs from starting trouble while he dragged 

that wooden leg behind him as he walked. But Boonie could handle 

his own. He would often ban people for life if they caused him too 

much aggravation. My father was a regular at Boonie’s before he met 

my mother. As a matter of fact, he got charged with attempted murder 

near Boonie’s. The story was that my father, who was about twenty at the 

time, was flirting with a married woman—from Maryland. Whether or 

not my father knew she was married, her husband, who was twice my 
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dad’s age and burly, didn’t care. My father was a large man, too, so he 

could usually take care of himself. While dad didn’t necessarily like to 

start fights, he never shied away from one. 

It seems the woman’s husband thought he was going to teach a 

lesson to a young West Virginia upstart. But the man’s anger couldn’t 

compete with my father’s. My father beat up the man, who then somehow 

fell over an embankment, which is how the attempted murder came into 

the picture—the man nearly died. This was about six months before my 

father married my mother. 

My father often went to Boonies alone, but my mother wasn’t 

allowed by my father to go without him. Of course, my mother didn’t 

listen. She would often venture out to Boonie’s with a girlfriend because 

she realized that my father had his own agenda: His roving eye didn’t 

stop with the one married woman. When my father found out about 

my mother’s wanderings, he’d come looking for her. Boonie’s was the 

first bar in the area to have a liquor license, which means the club was 

private. Customers have to have a membership to be allowed in, and so 

Boonie had a small window that opened at about eye level in the door. 

He used it to screen potential customers. If it was my father, Boonie 
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would give my mother a signal, and she’d slip out the back door before 

my father could tear into a rage at the sight of her.

My parents’ hangout was pretty upscale compared to the Woodland 

Inn, where my grandmother liked to go. The Woodland was out past 

the little town of Short Gap, West Virginia, on Route 28, where it still 

stands today. My grandmother and grandfather ran the Woodland for a 

time. The tobacco-chewing farm folk were their kind. The Woodland 

was a log cabin, no more than 24 feet by 50 feet, with a potbellied stove 

sitting in the middle of the floor. My brother was a toddler and I was 

about five when I first got to walk into the Woodland wonderland. I 

liked to stand near the potbellied stove and warm up on cold winter days. 

My brother and I would play minibowling or Skee-Ball while Grandma 

drank bourbon and played poker. They even had a bowling team that 

often won—I am not sure how since the drinking started well before 

tossing twelve-pound balls down the lanes.

Given the family tendencies, the idea to buy a bar was one everyone 

seemed to like. I think Granddad’s motive was to keep my father around 

more. There was a time when my father went off on “Gypsy Tours,” 

as they were called then, but it was really just another name for a party 
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on wheels. He’d mount his Harley Davidson motorcycle (pronounced 

“motor-sickle”), take off with a band of bikers, and be gone for days 

at a time. So according to my grandfather’s logic, a bar business close 

to home might ensure that my father would remain nearby. My mother 

seemed to like the idea at first, too. 

My family called our bar the Chateau. It was a grand-sounding name 

to my ears, but it was really a hole-in-the-wall whose only distinguishing 

feature was that it stood midway between Boonie’s and the Woodland 

Inn on Route 28—a distance of about three miles.

The long wooden bar had dime vendors attached to it about five 

feet apart. They dispensed pistachio nuts that stained my fingers red 

for days. Eating them was like eating something exotic. I couldn’t feed 

enough dimes into those machines or eat enough of those nuts. I would 

open them, put them into piles on the paper bar napkins, and then stuff 

them all at once into my mouth. When my fingers got sore from pulling 

them apart, I’d take handfuls and stuff them into every pocket. Big jars 

of pickled eggs stood on the bar and could be had for about the same 

price as the pistachios. Grandma kept saltines behind the counter. She 

dispensed them at no extra charge to folks who liked to eat their pickled 
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Top: New Year’s Eve 1963: My mother listening to a rock band with a cigarette 
hanging out of her mouth at the Chateau. Bottom: Friends bartend on New 
Year’s Eve so that family members can celebrate.
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eggs smashed between crackers like a sandwich. 

The great drawing card for the Chateau was the rock ’n’ roll bands 

my father hired every weekend, like Bill Brown and the Gators. Those 

bands usually filled the place. 

I would go there in the afternoon while preparations were being 

made for the night. My grandmother sprinkled sawdust on the floor 

to clean it. She’d turn on the jukebox really loud, and we’d dance all 

over that sawdust, swooshing and sliding. I would imagine all of the 

fun the grown-ups were going to have when those rock ’n’ roll bands 

got playing there at night, wishing I were old enough. When we got 

through with our little sawdust dance, Grandma would get out the big 

broom, and I would sit on the broom as she moved it across the floor, 

sweeping up the sawdust. 

In the afternoon, neighborhood men would come in and sit at 

the bar and talk to my grandfather. That’s where I heard, on more than 

one occasion, the story about a young couple that I am sure became 

embellished over time.

The old guy on the barstool would be sipping a shot glass of 

bourbon with a beer back and smoking a Lucky Strike—unfiltered, of 
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course. “Why I never heared told such an event as happened like to that 

young couple. I knowed they was about dumbfounded when the sheriff 

got to ’em.”

“How did it happen?” my grandfather would ask, and I know he 

heard the story about a hundred times before.

“Well, seems they was dragging them fast cars offa that straight 

piece a road there on Route 28, and the car they was in—you know, 

Otis, the one what makes them loud shots ever so often? Well, seems it 

were shaking out a control and got to where it was driving like halfways 

up in the air on the side a the road. They both just fell out and got drug 

alongside that car for a good hunnert foot. Ripped ever stitch a clothing 

off they done had on. They was nekked as jaybirds when the sheriff 

found ’em. He saw pieces a their clothes strewn all over the road. One of 

the man’s shirtsleeves was hanging off a Mrs. Powell’s mailbox. I could 

see her now, comin’ out and findin’ that sleeve stuck on her mail flag, and 

then throwing a hissy-fit, thinkin’ them crazy kids had some sort a party 

goin’ on with pieces a their clothes all over the damn neighborhood. 

“Well, the Sheriff had to take ’em in like they was, nekked and all. 

He tried coverin’ ’em up with them raincoats they have in the sheriff car, 
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but you could see right through. Sheriff said he was gonna charge ’em 

with indecent ’sposure, ’cause you know he couldn’t prove they was a 

draggin’ on that road.”

There were many characters at the Chateau, like the one-armed 

woman who, according to my mother, had a chip on her shoulder. Mom 

said you didn’t want to get hit by her one good arm as she was a coarse 

woman—and many were around those parts.

About five o’clock, the Cannen boys would come in shouting, 

“Hey, hey! What’s the word?” And everyone at the bar would shout 

back, “Thunderbird!” because that’s what the Cannen boys drank.

Dad drank Wild Turkey with a water back, or just plain cheap 

wine. Grandma preferred her pony bottles of beer. Pat P. drank blended 

bourbon. She was a very large, beautiful woman from South Cumberland, 

just over the state line in Maryland by the B&O Railroad. She was 

loud and drunk most of the time. Her younger sister often followed 

her around, and it was a good thing because Pat would get drunk and 

then undress, no matter where she was, and this happened pretty often. 

And since Pat was usually drunk, she was usually without clothes. Her 

younger sister was the only one who could keep her clothes on her.
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Tootie on New Year’s Eve, 1964.
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Pat loved my grandmother, and her affection had an unusual way 

of manifesting itself. She once bit Grandma on the cheek so hard that 

the bruise lasted for weeks.

Everyone got along real good mostly—except on dance nights. 

These people could see each other every day of the week and not have 

an unkind word to say to one another, but on dance nights, there was 

always a fight because alcohol was always involved. Men sipped home 

brew in the parking lot, and mixing drinking, rock ’n’ roll music, and 

women was a dangerous concoction—a cocktail for disaster.

Of course, five o’clock is when I had to go back to my grandmother’s 

house, where my cousins would watch me. As I said, bars are a family 

thing. Mom worked the door and waited on tables. Grandma, Granddad, 

and Dad tended bar. Grandma waited tables, too. Although Dad often 

hosted, his most important function was to be the bouncer. They called 

him the peacemaker. His trusty dog Argus was usually there chewing 

beer cans that were emptied and handed over to him as a chew toy. He 

preferred these over bones and chewed them until his gums bled. I think 

most folks were used to seeing the beer-loving German Shepherd at my 

father’s side. That was another reason not to mess with him. Argus was 
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the patrol dog left inside the bar after it was closed down in the early 

mornings.

The drinking age was eighteen in West Virginia then. My father—

handsome, tall, and muscular, with an eye for the ladies—patrolled the 

dance floor. That was his job, keeping everyone under control. He carried 

a three-foot police-issue billy club. Dad was friendly, and most everyone 

liked him, but they feared him, too. His trademark maneuver was to take 

his billy club and place it in between the legs of the troublemaker and 

jack him up. Then he’d walk the troublemaker to the door, billy club still 

in place, and throw him out. If the troublemaker was sufficiently humbled 

and hadn’t caused too much of a ruckus, my father would let him back in 

if he paid another cover charge. There was only one time when he ended 

up on the wrong end of a fight, and that was over my mother when they 

divorced not long after the Chateau ceased to be. His name was Arnie 

French, and he was dating my mother, and he was the only man who 

ever beat my father so bad that he ended up in the hospital—and it was 

over my mother. Today, Arnie owns the Woodland Inn. And instead of 

having a legendary man like my father walk around with a Billy club 

patrolling the patrons, he had a Rottweiler named Remy, who would 
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remove offenders by the seat of their pants. Remy grew up with Bucky, a 

deer, who came when anyone whistled, and he would stand by the door 

until someone opened it up, where they were usually waiting for him 

for with a bowl of Pabst Blue Ribbon. Like all patrons at the Woodland, 

Bucky had to have a cold one. Both Bucky and Remy were hit on Route 

28. No one knows if Bucky was intoxicated or not. 

At the Chateau, Grandma could get in on the action, too. She 

loaded a shotgun with rock salt just in case some of the trouble got out 

of hand, but after it accidentally fell and went off, loading a pound of 

rock salt into her backside, she decided against it.

My father never liked to follow many rules. He was shut down 

once at the Chateau for filling miniatures with liquor, which is illegal 

when you don’t have a liquor license. The state police came in and shut 

down the place and took away my father in handcuffs. When he got out, 

he and my grandfather used the time to paint the place and recover the 

booths in that red Naugahyde so popular at the time. 

While my father patrolled the floor for troublemakers, my mother 

would patrol the floor for women who paid too much attention to 

my father. That was the way their young married days went: my father 
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chasing trouble and my mother chasing my father’s bad habits.

My mother had her share of encounters at the Chateau. My mother 

is a small, extremely reserved woman. She has a wonderful ability to ignore 

what she doesn’t like. Her worst scuffle was with a South Cumberland 

woman who was very wild. In defiance of my mother, she was messing 

around with my father. When my mother tried to set her straight, the 

woman pulled out my mother’s earring. Mom grabbed her by the neck, 

threw her down, and placed her knee on the woman’s chest before some 

bikers stepped in and broke up the fight. 

They had their share of good times, though. After the Chateau 

closed on dance nights, Mom and Dad would go drag racing on Route 

46 near Keyser, West Virginia. Dad had a Chevy convertible with a 

racing engine. He liked to tempt fate. Mom went along for the heck of 

it—she says. She tore the transmission out of it twice. She didn’t get hit 

for that. By the time she became pregnant with my brother, when I was 

3 years old, it became harder and harder for her to chase around after my 

father. She got wore down. The Chateau finished her. 

About a year after it had reopened, the Chateau burned—or 

was torched—I don’t know which. Mysteriously, Argus was not in the 
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building that night, and a certain band who was supposed to play that 

weekend were encouraged to take their equipment home with them 

instead of leaving it as they normally did. By that time, my parents had 

gotten a divorce (they would later remarry), and my mother had moved 

back to her father’s house across the street from my father’s family. My 

brother and I went with her. When she heard that the bar had burned 

down, she smiled.
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Postcard Circa 1910 to Estella (Ma) Malcolm.
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I am often surprised and confounded that environmentalism is 

considered something new and cutting-edge these days. I think I 

have seen it come full circle. I am of the generation that remembers 

that being a part of the world and of the land was something to be 

taken seriously, and I am also of the generation when those ideas began 

to change. Sometime, during my childhood, we had become a throw-

away society. Of course, I didn’t know that then—I had to go through 

sociology class to find it out—but that movement found an advocate 

in my mother, because she never kept things. However, I had learned 

how to take after my grandparents, who kept everything. By the same 

token, if someone needed something, my grandparents had it to give. 

If something broke, we fixed it. If something ripped, we sewed it. If 

something we needed didn’t exist, we made it. 

Saving 
Things 
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My dollhouses were crafted out of cardboard boxes and leftover 

wallpaper and fabric. My dollhouse “appliances” were cut from Sears 

catalogs and glued to the cardboard walls. Even the leftover Sears catalogs 

became the next dining room table craft project, each page folded at an 

angle to end up looking like a Christmas tree, which was then spray-

painted gold. This was before Martha Stewart, mind you. Barbie doll cars 

were made from old shoe boxes and their clothes from the sleeves of my 

dwarf cousins’ shirts that had to be shortened. All things had a use, and 

finding these uses was never considered a challenge but a necessity. 

 Luxury was not frequent but also rarely missed. The high point of our 

month was when McCall’s magazine arrived in the mail, bringing news 

from across the country to my female family members and Betsy McCall 

to me. Betsy had three new outfits each issue, very decadent in my eyes. I 

carefully cut them out and added them to the others I collected and kept 

under my grandfather’s bed. I kept all my treasures under someone’s bed. 

We didn’t have a family room or even spare bedrooms—all rooms were 

used, and all space utilized. My grandmother’s bed had my cardboard 

houses and cars underneath it, and my cousins’ bed had my dress-up 

clothes in a box—these were clothes found in the attic that were once 
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worn by my grandmother and her sister and are called vintage today. 

I don’t remember seeing bags of trash during my childhood years. 

In fact, the concept of trash was completely different. We composted any 

leftover food—if there ever was any. We kept pictures of items we liked, 

putting them into books or keeping them in boxes, and any leftover 

paper was used to start fires. We canned our own vegetables, and what 

few real cans we somehow accumulated became containers for nails or 

odds and ends. Plastic was not a real concern, but when the occasional 

plastic container came around, it was automatically used either for 

carrying water while at the river or as a buoy for boaters to avoid, being 

attached to the most recent item the river’s flood waters had dragged to 

its depths. 

 Water was free, and we didn’t take it for granted. We caught our 

drinking water from a spring that flowed down off Jersey Mountain 

during the summer. We were used to standing in line for the bathroom 

and scheduling our showers or baths, and this was something that was 

usually not done alone. Partners were necessary for water conservation. 

My cousins bathed together well into their teens, both being female. I 

had to take baths with my brother until I was seven and even after that, 
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I bathed first and then he got in—we could never do it the other way 

around because he was usually filthy head to toe. Flushing was done on 

an as-needed basis. Dishes were done with sinks full of water—one with 

soap for washing and one with clear water for rinsing. Water running 

needlessly to do anything was just not acceptable. 

Most folks had wells, but after the neighborhood developed and 

the water table was depleted, my grandfather built a cistern. He could 

build anything, while my father was not handy with much. A cistern is a 

concrete structure that filters rain water for drinking. Ours was attached 

to the house, and it stood six feet above the ground. It spanned the entire 

length of the house and jutted out into the yard to take up about a 20 

by 30 foot area. There was meshing that kept out debris and screens 

that kept out bugs. The whole thing mystified me—these secret inner 

workings of a spring that I could not see or wiggle my toes in or drink 

as I pleased. I was angry at first because it took away a grove of purple 

hydrangeas. They were purple because of the lime my grandfather put in 

the soil. I have never appreciated purple as much as when those flowers 

were in bloom. 

The purple hydrangeas provided a perfect playhouse because they 
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were ten feet high and had space underneath for a small child to create 

a fairytale world. Looking back on the installation of the cistern, I find 

it ironic because the hydrangeas’ name is derived from the Greek word 

hydro meaning water and angeion meaning cask or barrel. 

When the cistern came along, its concrete was not inviting and 

its size was off-putting to a small child, but I didn’t let that stop me. I 

climbed up onto it and laid on it, listening to the sounds inside. I could 

hear water running, the pump go on and then shut off, and I would 

make small sounds with my throat that echoed back to me over the other 

mysterious noises. And even though the concrete was not comforting in 

any way, I laid on it like a lizard in the sun, absorbing what I could of 

this new kind of water barrel. 

In feng shui, it is said that the observer can easily get lost in a 

hydrangea’s beauty and therefore lost in one’s own thoughts—propitiating 

higher thought and reaching enlightenment. And as a child, I mourned 

the loss of the purple hydrangeas, their secrecy, and their smell, but the 

cistern was a modern item that came into my life at a time when things 

were rapidly changing and so I grasped onto it, trying to hang onto the 

modern world as it spun so rapidly, anchoring myself on the concrete, 
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like Narcissus seeking his own reflection, only I was Echo, mourning his 

loss and waiting for my voice to return to me in the hollow water-filled 

grave. 

Modernity brought along with it a whole set of problems that we 

were not even aware of at the time. We had been content to let it pass us 

by for the most part until it invaded our realm. A perfect example was 

when a group of traveling flower children traipsed past the house on their 

way to the river. They wore ripped jeans and flowers in their hair. The 

boys and girls looked more alike than I had ever known possible. It was 

like watching a movie as they went by the small frame house under the 

eyes of the confused. My grandfather called them yippies. My mother 

said hippies. I just thought they were intriguing, and they seemed happy. 

As soon as the excitement was over and they were out of sight, I picked a 

daffodil for my hair and decided what I wanted to be when I grew up. 

But as the new moved in, the old took a back seat to progress—even 

the old that worked. People were putting carpeting over perfectly good 

hardwood floors. Other people were buying items that they certainly 

could not use. But we attempted to remain practical. My grandmother 

was an avid collector of green stamps, which were little stick-on coupons 
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that the A&P in Cumberland gave when you purchased groceries. My 

job was to keep the books in order and to lick and paste in the green 

stamps. I had a sense of satisfaction when we filled up a book. Once a 

certain amount of books were accumulated, we could trade them in for 

a prize, and I had a say in the prize. There was a huge catalog of items 

that we could get with our green stamps, ranging in size from collector’s 

knick-knacks to living room sets. One condition of the prize was that 

it had to benefit everyone. After hours of pondering the prizes in the 

catalog—I often went to sleep looking at it—we decided on our prize: 

aquamarine blue, melamine plastic ware, set of twelve. It had to be a set 

of twelve because eight was not enough. 

Grandma was very “tickled” with these set of dishes. When they 

came in the mail, she called us around to unveil the beautiful blue set. 

She gathered us in front of the Frigidaire and said, “Watch this,” and 

threw one of the aquamarine blue cups against the Fridgidaire door. 

“They’re not supposed to break,” she said, very proud of her newfangled 

gadgets. I remember how excited we all were that the cups, plates, and 

bowls wouldn’t break as we, one at a time, took turns throwing them 

against the Frigidaire door. Their resilience amazed us. We were used 
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to things breaking, and when they didn’t, we could not rectify it in our 

minds. Over time, those aquamarine melamine dishes became scarred 

and scratched and stained with coffee or tea, but they didn’t break. We 

bleached them until the insides were no longer aquamarine blue, but they 

didn’t break. After a while, they were the worst looking things you ever 

saw, and that’s when grandma took them down to camp. My mother 

would have thrown them out, but my grandmother simply could not. 

The melamine was around for a long time before we moved on to paper 

cups and plates. 

Paper products robbed us of more than melamine-throwing sessions 

against the refrigerator. One good thing about the melamine was the 

time we spent cleaning it. The assembly line at cleanup consisted of my 

cousin Darlena, who washed the dishes, and my cousin Kennetta, who 

rinsed; I dried and Mom put them away, being the tallest. Here were 

the women in my life, all in one spot, all talking about people we knew 

or hairstyles or movie stars. All of the things that brought us together 

were disappearing before my eyes. First, the melamine was relegated to 

camp, and then it was swept along with the flood waters as they rose and 

flooded camp. The melamine became buried in the silt along the river 
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banks, perhaps to be excavated someday by someone who will also be 

amazed by its durability. Camp would suffer the same fate several years 

later after the flood plane grew and more mountain ice melted. What was 

once safe became perilous.

My mother never keeps things. I’d often find things in the trash and 

pull them back out, knowing they’d have a use if I just held onto them 

for a while. She doesn’t like to hold onto items she feels she has no use 

for. In fact, she began her throwing away of dinnerware well before the 

melamine. She used to toss her mother’s Meakin China down over the 

hill in the back of her father’s house just so she would not have to wash 

it. By my estimation, she threw away thousands of dollars worth of fine 

china. Maybe she was really tossing away pieces of her mother, pieces 

she no longer wanted. 

But I, on the other hand, like to keep things—even if they belong to 

my mother. Maybe the genetic propensity for thrift skipped a generation. 

When I found my own place at seventeen, she gave me everything she 

had left of her mother. I still have them today. Whenever I move, pieces 

of tea sets, silverware, and other items get left accidentally in various 

states, but whatever is left of them, I pack them up and carry them.
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When I was six, I knew my family was well off because I 

had three pairs of shoes: one for church, one for school, 

and one for play. Sometimes the shoes went in circles: 

Shoes that weren’t good enough for school got to be play shoes, and 

church shoes that were a little bit scuffed sometimes became school 

shoes. I never thought church shoes should ever make it to play shoes 

because shiny shoes were not comfortable to play in. I liked playing with 

no shoes on anyway. 

I was excited that I knew a French word: adieu. It was in “The Red 

River Valley,” a song I learned to play on Grandma’s organ in her back 

room. Grandma Aggie said I was real musical. But she said I should 

be a nurse when I grow up, because that’s what she wanted to do. Her 

cousins Brady and Clara were nurses. I never wanted to be a nurse, 

because I spent too much time being sick. I didn’t want to spend time 

around sick people either, and I didn’t like the site of blood. 

Sissy
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Sickness was a part of our lives. Some of us were sick more than 

others. I had the measles and mumps, and flu every year. Grandma Aggie 

tented me when I was sick: She would place a sheet over me to keep 

in the moist air from a humidifier with Vick’s Vapo-Rub in it, and if I 

was not throwing up, I would have to swallow a scoop of Vick’s—all of 

this to burn up the fever. Sweating it out was the course of recovery my 

grandmother subscribed to. Following the Vick’s and the moist heat was 

a hot toddy made of Old Granddad whiskey, honey or sugar, depending 

on what was on hand, and lemon juice—all heated up just enough not to 

cast off the alcohol content in any way as that is what makes the best cure 

for anything—or so I learned to believe. I often thought that maybe the 

Vick’s should just be mixed in with the hot toddy because then it would 

not have to stick in my throat. Sometimes I wonder if my brain was 

somehow fried in the process of eating Vick’s and drinking hot toddies.

Earaches were the most painful. I used to get them all the time, but 

Grandma Aggie cured me. Grandma’d fix it up with some cardboard and 

a teakettle. First, she took a teakettle and filled it with water and put it on 

to boil. Then she took some cardboard and rolled it up and stuck it into 

the teakettle’s spout. She kept the kettle on low and let the steam crawl up 
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out of the cardboard. I stood on my little cousins’ stool with my ear over 

the cardboard, because I was not tall enough to reach it any other way. 

It felt good when the steam hit my hurting ear. If Grandma Aggie didn’t 

watch close, I could burn my ear and that would make everything worse, 

on account of my ear hurting so much to begin with. When I was eight, 

I didn’t get as many earaches, but I started getting stomachaches. Mom 

took me to the doctor and got purple medicine for them. It tasted really 

bad and made me sleepy. It wasn’t as good as paregoric. Paregoric tasted 

different than anything else, but I liked it. 

Mom said the reason I didn’t get earaches anymore is because I got 

my tonsils out. I was mad at my mother for a long time because of my 

tonsils. She told me it would be fun to stay in the hospital, and so did the 

nurses, which is another reason I didn’t want to be a nurse. They told me 

I was going to a party. They put a mask on my face and the next thing 

I know I was walking in a garden in my Easter dress with white shiny 

shoes. There was a little white fence about three inches high all around it. 

And an apple tree was growing there in the middle of it. I woke up and 

my throat was on fire. There was no party, but there was ice cream and 

lots of it, only I didn’t feel like eating it. When I finally felt like eating, 
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ice cream was all that would go down. I ate it all the time in the hospital. 

I think the nurses felt bad about lying to me. I ate Cap’n Crunch when 

I went home. I had to leave it sit in milk for about an hour before it was 

soft enough to go down my fire throat. The commercial lies, too, when 

it says, “Cap’n Crunch stays crunchy in milk.”

My favorite pasttime was treading I was learning how to do it 

better, but I didn’t like school because my teacher was mean. She cracked 

my fingers with the ruler when I try to skip ahead in the Dick, Jane, and 

Spot book. 

 Back then, I always had to ask someone to read to me. I so 

looked forward to first grade, so that I could learn to read by myself. 

My first experience with reading (or attempting to read) was with the 

Uncle Wiggly books that belonged to my father. I found them while 

playing amongst the old steamer trunks and the dust in my Grandma 

Aggie’s attic. When the first day of school arrived, I was in Mrs. Rank’s 

first grade class at Beall Elementary School, back before kindergarten 

was mandatory. We had just moved to Frostburg, Maryland, for a brief 

period of time for my father’s work. The bus ride was scary, and all the 

new faces were even scarier. But all my fear left me when I walked into 
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One of my many letters to my grandmother.
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the classroom and saw the books piled high on a table in the back of the 

classroom. I craned my neck from a seat near the front of the class so I 

could see those books.

 Mrs. Rank explained to us that we would learn to read all of 

those books by the end of the school year. I was entranced by this idea. 

The promise of independence was thrilling. Rather than relying on an 

adult to read to me, I could read to myself. Then, Mrs. Rank let us get 

up and examine the books. I looked through them, touching the frayed 

covers, browsing through the pictures, smelling the musty scent, feeling 

the loose spines.

At lunch, I couldn’t find a place to sit with my fish sticks and 

macaroni and cheese, so I didn’t have time to eat before the bell rang. I 

walked back to the classroom, still hungry, but when I sat down in Mrs. 

Rank’s class and saw the books, I forgot my hunger. 

 Nothing could keep my attention away from those books. I knew 

reading meant freedom. I often daydreamed about the books, creating 

in my head the very story I was certain would be in that book when I 

learned to read it.

Mrs. Rank became very annoyed at my whimsical, faraway 
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expressions. She pegged me for a dreamer and never trusted me again. 

She said I was absent and I didn’t know what she meant because I was 

there. She’d say, “Where are we today, Sissy? Are we absent again?” Even 

though she was saying “we,” I knew she meant just me.

Every time my eyes would roam to the back of the room, Mrs. 

Rank’s ruler would slap loudly against my desk, bringing my attention 

back to the topic at hand—learning shapes or colors or whatever else we 

were supposed to be doing. Nothing kept my attention more than Dick 

and Jane and Spot. Learning the letters that made the words and then 

the words that formed their stories was exhilarating. That’s all I wanted 

to learn.

Toward the end of the year, with only a few books left on the table, 

Mrs. Rank was telling us about the Easter pageant we would all be in. 

She had just finished reading us the story of Peter Rabbit and his close 

call with the farmer. My mind was full of Peter Rabbit and his adventures 

and how I could borrow the book from Mrs. Rank and take it home over 

Easter break. I wasn’t thinking about the Easter pageant or what dress I 

would have to wear with ruffles and flowers like the other girls. I don’t 

know where I had gone in my Peter Rabbit contemplations, but when 
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Mrs. Rank slammed her ruler down on my desk, I knew I had to come 

back to the classroom. In her really excited moods, Mrs. Rank would 

slap my fingers with her ruler when I tried to skim ahead to see what 

would happen in a story we were reading. This time she was scolding me 

more furiously than ever: “Little miss, you have gone too far this time.” 

She went on to say something about desecrating the poor child’s face, 

and I saw all of my classmates giggling. 

When Mrs. Rank asked me what possessed me to write all over 

Timmy’s face, I couldn’t understand her accusations until I followed 

her thin finger to Timmy, who sat next to me. Poor Timmy had fat 

black number-two pencil designs all over his face. When I asked how it 

happened, Mrs. Rank scowled at me and said, “You were writing away 

just as you pleased all over his face. That’s how it happened.” I didn’t 

believe her. 

I swear to this day I don’t remember doing it. No one believed me. 

My biggest reason to doubt what Mrs. Rank said was Timmy himself. 

He never said a word, and in fact he didn’t seem to mind at all. If he 

didn’t mind, then what was Mrs. Rank so angry about? 

I suppose I was far away in Peter Rabbit’s world, writing my own 
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version of the story, subconsciously, on Timmy’s face. Today, I think 

Timmy is a submissive and his wife a dominatrix.

I can remember the first biography I ever read. I was twelve. I had 

just started my period, which made me think I had to change my reading 

habits, being a woman and all. I was finished with Trixie Beldon and the 

Bobbsey Twins, and there was only one last Nancy Drew that I hadn’t 

read. So I started looking at the biographies. 

Both of my parents had gone to the same school I was attending 

then—Fort Ashby High. It went from seventh to twelfth grades and 

didn’t have much of a library. I can remember fighting with myself over 

what I should read. I really wanted to read that last Nancy Drew, but 

thought I should honor my new state of being. I picked up a book on 

Napoleon, but had a momentary lapse and asked the librarian for the last 

Nancy Drew book, which was out. I viewed that as a sign from God, as 

all good Southern Baptists would, and took home Napoleon. 

I finished three more books on Napoleon before I realized it wasn’t 

Napoleon I was interested in, but Josephine. I went back to the library 

and began my romance with Josephine. I was enthralled with her. 

She was married, before she met Napoleon, at my age! I couldn’t 
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imagine being married at twelve. 

Josephine met Napoleon when she was older, after her first husband 

died, and became infatuated with him. I read about their fiery love affair 

and marriage. When she couldn’t produce an heir, Napoleon dumped 

Josephine for some Duchess from Poland. But the biography I read 

didn’t stop there. It didn’t make Napoleon the greatest thing that ever 

happened to Josephine. After I read her story, I was sorry she ever met 

him.

For a reason I could never understand, Josephine kept loving that 

little bastard, but I didn’t hold it against her. She even risked her own 

life to see him before he was exiled on Elba. What intrigued me was her 

life afterward in solitary (by choice). She became a recluse in a small 

French town outside of Paris, where she was completely immersed in 

her garden. She spent all of her allowance (from Napoleon) on beautiful 

exotic plants. She crossbred them and created new strains. 

The biography I read also included her many letters. She was a 

passionate woman uninterested in being empress or anything else so 

grand. She just loved Napoleon and died loving him. She spent the last 

four years of her life on her plants while she neglected herself, dying 
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young of consumption. She was fifty-one at the time. They named a rose 

for her after she died. They called it Empress Josephine. It has few thorns 

and grows in poor soil. Ironically, Josephine’s name was really Rose. 

Before she met Napoleon, she was called Rose. Her full name was Marie 

Josephine Rose de Beauharnais. Napoleon didn’t like her name, so he 

called her Josephine, essentially taking her name, too. 

Josephine stayed with me all of this time—not the empress, but the 

woman. Her trials as a woman who could be bought and sold (as she 

essentially had been in her first marriage) remained with me. Every time 

I tend my plants I think of Josephine.

Josephine has become a part of me, and I won’t ever dump her 

like Napoleon did. Maybe I’m one of the few people to see her in this 

way. Maybe others accept the theory that she was an opportunist who 

deceived Napoleon about not being able to have children. 

After Josephine, I went on to read about Madame Curie, Joan of 

Arc, Katherine the Great, and other famous women, but none of them 

has stuck with me the way Josephine has. But I wonder—if I were to 

read the same biography as an adult woman, who has lived many more 

years than twelve, would I still feel a kinship with her? I don’t think I 
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want that feeling to change, so I don’t think I’ll ever read anything more 

about Josephine. 
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Ice Mountain . . . is a veritable mountain, and is found on North River 

a branch of Ca-Capon, about 27 miles northwest from Winchester, ten 

miles north of Capon Bridge, and is entitled to mention as a natural 

curiosity. The reader must not be incredulous. While it is not an “iceberg,” 

it is entitled to the name borne by it for generations. This mountain is 

composed chiefly of loose mountain rock, rising to a height of about 

8oo feet from its western base on the river. From this point we have 

the best view of this wonder. . . . The stupendous grandeur of both, 

impresses the beholder. Some good climbing is required to scale the 

steep sides and be rewarded by discovering actual ice in mid-summer. 

Upon removing some of the loose, heavy sand, and gray granite stones, 

you will find this strange, natural phenomenon—pure and perfectly 

formed pieces of ice, weighing often several pounds. As might be 

supposed, a very strong spring of cold water gushes from near the base 

of the mountain, where doubtless at this day is an ideal place for picnic 

parties. The writer remembers several such parties that he joined in the 

long ago. It is easy to recall these incidents in his life, but not so easy to 

find the survivors of that company. He knows of but three of that party 

of forty who enjoyed the day at the Ice Mountain! 

     Cartnell’s History, 1909, page 34
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Reverend Oscar and his wife came knocking on our door 

in the fall of 1968, about a year or so before my father 

died. From that moment on, we started a long relationship 

with Graceland Southern Baptist Church. Mom and Dad’s fighting had 

become quite unpredictable by then, and I think she was looking for 

some answers. We completed a total evolution from heathens, as my 

Mom called us, to born-again Christians. The whole fervor started after 

my mother got saved; then I had to follow suit. Essentially, our love affair 

with Graceland had begun, and it was in full force when Kennetta first 

saw Jesus.

Mom liked Rev. Oscar right away because when she told him she 

didn’t want to quit smoking, he told her that smoking wouldn’t send her 

When 
Kennetta 
Saw Jesus
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Above: Graceland in 1969. Bottom Left: Grandma Aggie and Granddad Otis. 
Bottom Right: Tootie and the children.
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to hell, it would just make her smell like she’d been there. Rev. Oscar was 

passionate about his call. He patiently answered my mother’s questions, 

and she had many, about UFOs, forgiveness, and popular music. When 

Rev. Oscar couldn’t answer them, he told her everything comes down to 

faith—having it. The new spiritual side to my mother was intriguing to 

me. It is what I remember of her not attached to my father; it was her 

way of breaking his hold on who she was, something he could not own 

unless he went down the same path—a path she wanted him to go down. 

Although Rev. Oscar started witnessing to Mom well before Dad died, 

Mom never truly dove into it with all her heart until afterwards. 

Rev. Oscar was a struggling preacher with four children. He was a 

small man, and I thought he looked a little like Tom Jones. He was okay 

for a Southern Baptist minister. Mom simply thought Rev. Oscar was a 

good human being. His wife became one of her good friends, and for 

once, she laughed and didn’t seem so angry all of the time. I think she 

wanted the same thing for Dad.

Mom walked the aisle to accept Jesus Christ as her personal lord and 

savior soon after her inquisition of Rev. Oscar began. She was baptized 

that summer of 1969, right before my father died. Having baptisms 
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outside was the normal way of doing things for mountain folks. In the 

olden days, as Grandma Aggie called them, besides family, people only 

had church to bind them together—a reason for being together and 

celebrating. They came down out of the mountains, bringing with them 

what they needed for an extended stay, and gathered together in praise 

and song. These were called camp meetings and were looked forward 

to by the very young to the very old. Most baptisms were born out of 

the meetings, and since they happened in the summer months, those 

who had accepted Jesus Christ as their personal lord and savior could be 

cleansed right there in the grove of the trees. 

Southern Baptists were not that much different, even when I was 

a child. They saved their baptisms for the summer and did them all at 

once in some chosen place. My mother’s chosen place was Hyatt’s Camp, 

in Hyattsville, Maryland, where several churches congregated for their 

baptisms—a meeting of the masses.

Once she had been initiated into the Southern Baptist tradition, she 

and Rev. Oscar began to work on my father, but I decided to be next. 

I wasn’t even sure what being saved meant or what I was going to be 

saved from—I just wanted to be saved like my mother. I wanted to hear 
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Jesus’ voice and be called into the fold like everyone else. I didn’t like 

being left out. I was supposed to wait for His voice to call me onto the 

aisle—to walk straight to the pulpit to await my blessings, but I did not 

hear it. Sometimes, I felt a stirring in my soul; maybe it was the music, 

maybe it was the lack of breakfast, but I wanted to be changed. I wanted 

what everyone else had.

The Sunday I walked the aisle, Rev. Oscar gave the call to all sinners, 

asking them to come to the altar to be saved. I was ten and quite full 

of myself and stepped out onto that red carpet, supposedly leading into 

the heart of Christ’s forgiveness but actually straight into the heart of 

Southern Baptist guilt. 

After the service, Rev. Oscar took me into his office—a house next 

door to the church basement, which was used for Sunday school and 

socializing—and he prayed with me. I can still hear his words: “Dear 

Lord, we pray that this young girl is giving her life to you because it is 

within her heart and not because her mother walked the aisle. Please, 

dear Lord, help her to understand the depth of her decision that she may 

choose the right path and become one with you.” I wondered how he 

knew and concluded that Jesus spoke to him on a regular basis. 
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I was baptized at the foot of Ice Mountain in the late spring of 

1969. Ice Mountain was a fluke of nature, hugging the ice and cold air 

deep down in its center all year long. Even in July, the mountain’s rocks 

had fine white crystals trimming their edges. The water running off the 

mountainside into the clear North River below was just as cold as the 

crystals that clung to the rocks. This was not a baptism by fire, but 

instead, an introduction to cold. People were even gathering ice from the 

rocks to make snow cream in late June.

The women set their covered dishes on the picnic tables next to 

the cow pastures while I changed into my new white dress, bought 

specially for the occasion, in a trailer with the other young initiates. The 

deacons’ wives had tears of joy in their eyes. Everyone but Dad came. 

Even Granddad came. It seemed as if I waded into the water under the 

watchful eyes of an entire county. I was certain it was the free food that 

brought them all there.

I had lost my fear of water at camp, but being dunked under by a 

grown man, even if he was a preacher, gave me cause to shiver before 

I even felt the ice water. Rev. Oscar dunked me in backwards and water 

ran up my nose. In my panic, I put scratch marks on his wrists. I got out 
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of the water, breathing hard, and Grandma wrapped a towel around my 

shoulders. That’s when my mother gave me my white leather Bible that 

zips all the way around. 

The loss of my father left a void we all danced around, one that 

couldn’t be filled. The people who loved him just fell right into the hole 

after him. I don’t think I mourned as much for losing him as I did for 

the suffering that his loss caused everyone else. I had no loss of love for 

him because I didn’t know him and what I did know of him, I do not 

remember fondly. 

After Dad died, many things changed besides our becoming active 

in the church—well, except Granddad. He did have his picture taken 

for the church directory, though, which we all thought was real special. 

Graceland was nothing more than a basement foundation about fifty 

by twenty-five feet wide. There were about fifty metal folding chairs, 

a rough hand-hewn pulpit, a hollow-sounding piano, normally out of 

tune, and a blackboard in the church meeting hall. Several thick, dusty 

curtains curled around the church hall to form simple sorts of private-

lesson Sunday school rooms, but yet could be pushed back to allow for 

one large, open room for preaching on Sundays. In this same room, we 
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This is Kennetta around the time of her vision.
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had vacation Bible school, which I liked because we learned the books 

of the Bible and got awards for when we could recite them.

We went on revivals, prayer meetings, sing-alongs, retreats, and any 

other event that came along. Darlena was the nursery-school teacher. 

Mom was most active, going to conferences and seminars. Wayne, 

my little sister Sue, and I would stay with Grandma while Mom was 

following Jesus across the county. She would go with her church friends, 

throwing all of her time into the church, into Jesus, like he could do all 

her suffering for her. She stopped chasing Dad all over and was now 

chasing Jesus.

We didn’t mind Mom’s new pursuits. We liked her having friends and 

being happy, and we loved being at Grandma’s—it my was home most 

of the time anyway. Wayne, Sue, and I liked spending time with Kennetta 

and Darlena. Grandma and I would stay up watching the movies. She 

called me a night owl, because I liked to stay up until all hours, which 

she said was because I didn’t like to miss anything.

During revival week at Graceland, Grandma Aggie, Darlena, and 

Kennetta had gone many of the nights. I went to a few just to hear the 

gospel quartets dressed in their suits and singing harmony I never knew 
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existed. I had been to revivals before. Some were definitely suspicious 

to me. Some churches thought that singing was evil. In some, revivals 

were like the circus. Sweating churchgoers, who were granted the gift 

of tongues, spoke excitedly in some archaic language no one knew. It 

confused me. I didn’t understand how speaking in tongues could be such 

a gift if no one knew what was being said. For all anybody knew, the 

“blessed” could be cursing at their neighbors or wishing awful things 

on the guest preacher. The revivals I had witnessed often got so rowdy 

that people, in their frenzied state of excitement, filled up with the Holy 

Spirit and started falling in the aisles of the church, jerking and twitching. 

When I was small I thought the Holy Spirit was trying to get out and 

knowing some of the folks it was in, I could understand why. I didn’t 

like revivals, and I was afraid of the Holy Spirit. Graceland Southern 

Baptist Church wasn’t like that, though. Revivals there meant gospel 

groups with fruit punch and spice cookies. It was pretty tame, all things 

considered. But when the Holy Spirit came a-knocking, it still had ways 

of letting you know. Mostly, there was plenty of crying, hugging, and 

testifying. Testifying was Kennetta’s and my favorite because we found 

out everything about what someone did wrong. If the sinner had been a 
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bad drunk or had been it jail, it was better than if he had simply treated 

his mother badly. This information made me feel like I wasn’t so bad, 

and Kennetta was just interested in other people. 

One afternoon during revival week, we were all sitting around 

doing stuff at the house—Grandma and I were playing cards, Wayne was 

playing with his G.I. Joes, and Darlena was washing up in the kitchen—

when we heard Kennetta scream. The scream was not a normal thing. 

Grandma jumped up like a jack-in-the-box, springing off the davenport. 

She ran to see what was the matter. After a moment, I heard Grandma 

say, “It’s Kennetta. She saw Jesus.” After a moment, she said, “Holy 

Jesus Merciful God Almighty,” repeating the words as if they were one 

long word, which grew into a chant. Kennetta was not herself; that was 

obvious. She looked sickly, pale, and sweaty. She was normally anxious 

and bit her nails sometimes for lack of something better to do. She 

often bit them until they bled. But since the vision, her mouth hung 

open like she wanted to say something, but no words came out. Wayne 

and I looked at each other, hoping the other would have some answers. 

Granddad was standing there looking at her and then around the room 

as if he expected to find Jesus there. I was waiting for one of them to 
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look under the bed and behind the curtains. I started feeling like maybe 

I should look over my shoulder. This was serious stuff. 

“Come chere Darlena, get a col’ warsh rag. Hurry now,” Grandma 

said. Darlena had come in to see what we were all doing in there and as 

usual was put to work first thing. We just stood like a lost congregation 

waiting for its preacher to come out from behind the baptismal well. 

“Call Reverend Oscar,” Grandma said to Darlena. I knew the situation 

was grim if Grandma was calling for Rev. Oscar. I stood next to Wayne, 

watching Kennetta’s face. I could have sworn it was glowing. Her arms 

were taut by her sides, her fingers straight and stiff. I didn’t know seeing 

Jesus could be so scary—it didn’t seem like a possibility at the time. 

Seeing Kennetta so frightened made me tremble as well. At first, I 

felt that it was an awful thing to have happened to Kennetta because she 

was so kind. Then, I thought that maybe Jesus had picked Kennetta to 

show himself to because she was the kind one. Maybe I had it upside 

down in my mind. When it came to Jesus, things usually confused 

me.

Darlena came back with the cloth and handed it to Grandma, who 

gingerly placed it on Kennetta’s forehead as if she were being ordained 
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and said, “Holy Jesus Merciful God Almighty. Sissy, Wayne, go play 

now.” This was not like her. She never gave us orders. We did as she said, 

fearing the wrath of God.

We hovered in the next room, Granddad’s room, trying to hear what 

was being said. 

Grandma wasn’t a real religious person in her actions, but in her 

mind she was. Since everyone was getting so caught up in the vision, she 

went along with it. She didn’t seem to mind. Oh, she believed in God 

and Jesus, but she also liked her liquor and was fond of an occasional 

four-letter word when the occasion warranted. I think there were some 

things she could rectify in her mind about the two, though. Granddad, on 

the other hand, wouldn’t walk near the church unless it was a hurricane 

evacuation site. 

When Rev. Oscar came, he asked where Kennetta was and went in. I 

don’t know what was said, but the look of disappointment and confusion 

in Kennetta’s face when she emerged from the room scared me. I had 

never seen her look so old. Rev. Oscar spoke with Grandma before he 

left, all secret-like, making preacherly gestures with his face—the kind 

that make you want to cry when no one was looking.
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The table was central at Grandma’s house because it was in the 

dining room by the front door and the center for gossip. I imagine there 

was plenty of conversation about Jesus and Kennetta going around it 

when I wasn’t there. When I saw Kennetta there, it was not fun anymore. 

She came to the table, looking haggard and drawn. I went over, sat down 

beside her, and asked her what had happened. 

She was hesitant, looking around the room to see if anyone was 

paying attention. Then she told me, “I was really feeling lost after revival. 

Like the guest preacher said, ‘Seek and ye shall find.’ I looked for 

something to guide me. Well, after we come home, I fell asleep. Then, 

He came to me all in white light like He was swimming in clouds. His 

robes glittered and shone bright. I didn’t see His face because of the light 

being so bright and all, but I knew it was Him. Sissy, I knew it as sure 

as day. I knew it. And He told me, ‘You see that lamb, I’m Pentecostal.’ 

Then I saw his back with lashes all over it. And four black clouds moved 

across the sky and a bright light appeared. One of black clouds went into 

the light. I was afraid, so he said not to worry and that everything was 

going to be okay. And I never felt so loved.” Her eyes creased and tears 

welled up in their corners. 
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“How did you know it was Him and not someone else?” I asked.

“Sissy, I just knew.”

“What was his voice like?

 “He really didn’t talk out loud. It was more in my mind. I couldn’t 

see his lips, but I knew the words, no, not words, the thoughts, were 

coming from him.”

“You don’t think it was a dream?” 

 “A dream? No, it wasn’t a dream. Well, I mean it felt like real life, 

you know, but in a dreamy sort of way, because I couldn’t move or say 

anything back. The hairs on my arms were all raised up like electricity 

was in them. You know, like when you play with balloons and rub them 

on your clothes and they stick to the wall?”

I nodded.

“Well, it was like that, only more.” She paused, and then said, 

“Your Grandma thinks I done something to bring this on the family, I 

know she does. But I didn’t, Sissy. I swear,” she said, as her tears started 

again.

“It’ll be okay. I know it will. You’re special. That’s why He came. 

He likes you more than anyone else if he came. He picked you.” I 
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Above: Grandma Aggie’s house on Route 28 in Furnace Acres. Bottom: In 
Short Gap, West Virginia, Furnace Acres development.
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rattled it all off in seconds. It was obvious to me, that Jesus knew about 

how I treated Kennetta and Darlena. He knew about how Grandma 

Aggie treated me better than them. He was settling the score. He showed 

Himself to Kennetta because she needed it—not me. I was already the 

chosen one.

That next Sunday, we all got ready for church. Everyone jumped 

up like it was Easter Sunday, running around, trying to find our best 

clothes, then running for the station wagon Grandma drove. She looked 

pretty determined with her cigarette hanging out of her mouth, its ash 

an inch long.

I sat in church, listening to the Rev. Oscar’s sermon about 

hellfireandbrimstone (it’s one word for Baptists), wanting Jesus to 

watch me so he’d know how good I was being. I was waiting for him 

to tell everyone about Kennetta. We went through the sermon about 

backsliding and about falling from grace and then we sang “Lily of the 

Valley” and “The Ole Rugged Cross,” two of my favorites. But there was 

no mention of Kennetta. I think she saw it, too, after that—that it didn’t 

mean anything. Maybe I was the only one who believed her or who 

believed that it was a miracle and that she was special. But no matter 
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what, Kennetta was never the same. I knew it was my fault.

That night Granddad was adjusting the antenna so he could watch 

Bonanza, which was about the only thing he was religious about. 

Grandma played canasta with me. Darlena was standing on her stool 

in the kitchen, washing dinner dishes at the sink under Grandma’s array 

of Niagara Falls knickknacks. Grandma collected ceramic animals every 

time she visited places. She had nesting hens, skunks, little deer, English 

terriers, and sheep.

Before she saw Jesus, Kennetta used to sit on the tall stool next to 

the kitchen counter, where an old black dial phone sat underneath in a 

cubbyhole. She would find out what was going on in the neighborhood 

by listening in on the party line, trying not to laugh out loud as she 

listened. Then, when she saw them, she would ask people about their 

ailments, giving them the impression that she was psychic. 

When Kennetta wasn’t busy tormenting the neighbors, and before 

Jesus, she would put on music and teach me to do the latest dance steps, 

like the mashed potato or the swim. Sometimes she and Darlena would 

fix my hair in a big bouffant, paint my nails, and put make-up all over 

my face. But after her experience, Kennetta spent much of her time in 
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her room. And if she did sit on the stool, she looked off into space as 

if she were waiting to hear the soft-spoken voice of Jesus again. While 

she sat there, all of Grandma’s ceramic chickens seemed to cackle down 

at Kennetta, mocking her pain. I could hear them chanting, “Kennetta 

saw Jesus, Kennetta saw Jesus,” like children taunting a misfit on the 

playground. When it came to this vision, Kennetta couldn’t shut it out—

she rode it like a wild mule, only it wasn’t taking her anywhere. What 

should have been a gift became a curse. 

Things were never the same after Kennetta’s vision. After my 

grandmother died, I went there less and less. I did go to Kennetta’s 

wedding, and I saw her baby boy, who did not carry the curse of women 

like Grandma said. He was normal. After that, I did not see Kennetta 

again until many years later at a family reunion on her father’s side, which 

happened to intersect with Grandma’s side in three different ways. 

When I saw her at the reunion, she was barely able to walk, suffering 

from her short stature, her deformed legs aching from her weight and all 

of her internal organs being compressed, but her faith carried her after 

some suffering she had done, disillusioned with the church.

 She told me about her life. She told me how her first husband beat 



200

her. She divorced him and then remarried another abusive man. “He beat 

me too,” she said, “but I was too much of a fallin’ down drunk to care. 

I never knew where I’d wake up, whose bed I’d be in, and I brought 

my son into this mess.” She grew teary eyed at the mention of her son. 

“His trials ’er not so different than mine. He got stabbed sev’ral times 

from fightin’ and hatin’. He had a broken bottle oncet on his throat in 

a bar fight. When I got pregnant agin’, it was a little girl, and she died 

of a heart attack while she was still in me.” I know that girl child was 

like Kennetta and was rescued from the pain the world have given to her 

mother. “But I finally got away from it and found Jesus agin’, waitin’ 

for me.” She said, “I talked to Jesus agin’ and I’m ‘sposed to go over to 

learn a lesson. I don’t really know what the lesson is and I ‘spose I have 

learnt some already, but then he tol’ me I should wait for the change.” We 

talked about when she saw Jesus and how it changed her. Then proudly 

and without hesitation, she showed me her nails that were small but 

yet grown out for someone her size. She said, “Don’t you remember?” 

I looked at her, not sure what she meant, until she said, “Don’t you 

remember the bloody stumps I had for nails? Jesus told me to follow 

him and that I wouldn’t bite my nails down to the quick anymore. Now 



201

they’re grown. It is my one sign I carry with me.” 

Then I asked her, “So what about any new men in your life?” 

She said, “Jesus is the only man I want.” 

Kennetta still lives in a Florida trailer park with a church friend, 

awaiting the change. 
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Squirrel Heads And Gravy

G D

G C G D G

G D

G C G D G

Rhythm: Reel
Notes: From a transcription by John Lamancusa, by permission 
http://www.mne.psu.edu/lamancusa/tunes.htm
http://www.ibiblio.org/fiddlers/SPRI_SRU.htm 6/3/2007 
Les Preston’s key is A (this transcription is G) 
G Major 
Transcription: AK/Fiddler’s Companion 
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My friend Trish calls me a food snob. Considering she will 

lick the mint off a Lifesaver that’s been stuck in chair 

cushions for a year, I am not sure how much credit I 

can give her observation. She is certain I would starve if I did not have 

exactly what I wanted. I am not sure how I arrived at this state of culinary 

selectivity considering my past. When I look back on my childhood, I 

wonder that my taste buds weren’t destroyed altogether—not to mention 

my sense of what is normal in the world. 

At my grandmother’s house in West Virginia, evaporated milk, 

which we called canned milk, was a staple. Having been fed it as formula 

upon my birth, it was my first real meal—and it was often spiked with 

paregoric. That was my grandmother’s answer for colic. I grew to love 

the taste of both, especially in combination. 

Canned milk was added to nearly everything I ate as a child. You’d 

Them 
Vittles 
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think being in the country we would have fresh milk, but as my family 

moved away from farms and toward the new industries cropping up in 

nearby cities, they adopted the idea of convenience. It was a novelty, and 

like all novel ideas, it had to be explored. Canned milk was the convenient 

substitute for fresh milk. We mixed it half and half with water to use on 

cereal. We used it full strength for coffee, and for a coffee-based breakfast 

item called soakies. 

A soakie is made of strong coffee, perked on the stove top or on a 

camp fire. Drawn to it by the smell, I would stand and wait for the brown 

liquid to pop into the glass knob of the percolator. Once it was done, lots 

of sugar and canned milk are added along with torn pieces of bread. Even 

looking at a soakie made me gag, but I remember my brother slurping 

them down beginning around the age of five. My brother learned it from 

my father, who learned it from his father. I used to hear the saying that 

however our parents drink their coffee is how we drink ours. I drink mine 

like my mother—with cream. Neither of us wants anything other than 

real cream—not even whole milk. 

For as long as I can remember, we always poured the fifty-percent 

mixture of water and canned milk on our cake. In fact, I didn’t know 
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there was any other way to eat cake until I went to a birthday party 

and no one had their cake floating in milk, half-canned or otherwise. 

I remember that my cake came with ice cream that had begun to melt 

on it. Perhaps that is where the idea of milk-on-cake had come from to 

begin with. 

At the other end of the food spectrum from soakies, but no less 

horrific to me, were fresh garden peas. I hated them. I would let them 

roll off of the spoon onto my chest and then to the floor where they 

would rest in the half-moon scuff marks. It was a game I played. My 

grandmother would clean them up silently before my mother saw and 

made me eat a fresh batch, sitting until they grew cold and wicked on 

my plate. 

Conversely, I have never met a bean I didn’t like. Beans are another 

staple of country folks because they are a good substitute for meat when 

times are lean, and they come in all sizes and varieties. I would have 

preferred beans over meat any day. We even ate butter beans on butter 

bread—another potentially soggy bread situation, but if you eat it fast 

enough, the butter bread remains firm, shielding the bread from bean 

juice. Ironically, instead of fresh butter, my mother preferred the new 
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fangled margarine that came with a color packet to make it look like 

butter—otherwise, it was white and resembled Crisco. She thought having 

the new butter substitute was a status symbol.

Perhaps the same was true of potted meat. Our version of hors 

d’oeuvres in West Virginia was Vienna sausages on saltines. Despite 

the grand sounding name, they were just mini hot dogs with meat jelly 

around them. We drained off the meat jelly and then cut them in half 

length-wise, the proper way to eat them, and then put them on saltines. 

If we were feeling especially uptown, we would add a dollop of ketchup 

to the top—beige, white, and red—truly our colors, matching our deviled 

ham sandwiches.

 The grocery store wasn’t convenient and when we did go, it was 

generally for a substantial amount of groceries. The only grocery store 

near enough, which meant driving into Cumberland, Maryland, was 

the A&P. I can remember being amazed at the number of goods being 

displayed on the neatly organized shelves. I distinctly remember watching 

myself in the mirrored produce display sections, trying to turn one way 

to be sure the young girl in the image would do the same. I can also 

remember the smell of Eight O’Clock coffee and knew I would drink it 
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when I was old enough. I am drinking it right now.

When we did have fresh meat, it often came in the form of deer or 

squirrel. When Granddad hunted on his days off, he would go to his 

brother’s farm and the surrounding woods and take care of the pesky 

critters. He would bring them home tethered in a knot, dangling loosely 

by their lifeless legs. When he skinned the squirrels, sometimes we 

helped. He cut a circle in the skin around the neck and then undressed 

the squirrel by peeling back his fur in one piece. 

I never minded until I was about nine, when I started to get a 

conscience about animals. His squirrel dressing, or undressing, ended 

with its decapitation. He did not waste it. He put it in a pot and cooked 

the squirrel head, cracked the skull, and then ate the brains. Many folks 

even made this into what is known as squirrel head gravy. Even my 

grandmother would not get involved with this endeavor. Other things 

my grandfather ate were eel, frog legs, and rattlesnake. If it had legs, or 

slithered, or swam, it was fair game.

At around the same age, I found out our hamburgers were not 

hamburgers but were instead deer burgers. After Bambi, I had a hard 

time dealing with it. I remember my grandfather taking feed to a deer 
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blind—I thought it was a humanitarian act of kindness for the deer. I was 

never the wiser until I followed him one day to where he laid out the 

food and then sat in the tree waiting for the deer to eat it with his rifle 

leveled. I rustled in the leaves and the buck was startled. My grandfather 

was angry that I scared the deer. I cried all the way home. Not at being 

yelled at but for finding out about the calculated move he made to shoot 

the unsuspecting deer. From then on, my family just started to lie to me 

about what I was eating. I started getting more suspicious, examining 

everything before it went into my mouth. 

Beef seemed to be less of a concern, and I did eat hamburgers, 

though never steak. Salisbury steak was a newer invention that made its 

way into the kitchen when I was about nine, and it is the first meat I 

learned to cook at that age. I duplicated it by watching my grandmother. 

I used a small stool and stood at the stove, trying to be officially a cook 

when no other women were there to cook my grandfather’s dinner. I 

sautéed the cubed steak in butter and flour and then added sliced onions. 

Once they were cooked, I added the milk to make the sauce from the 

meat drippings and flour. He said I did a fine job and slurped to signify 

his appreciation—something he always did because he said it was a 
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compliment to the cook.

I had yet to give up pig. Grandma used to fry up bacon in her iron 

skillet, which she burned to the same color as the skillet. She would 

then pour off the fat and keep it in an Eight O’Clock coffee can by the 

stove for greasing up anything before cooking, for biscuits, for frying 

eggs, or for anything that needed some fat added. I am not sure why we 

did not get some strange bacteria even though that fat sat there in the 

same tin day after day. I can remember going to a relative’s house in the 

mountains, even farther out in the country than we were. They got up 

at 5 a.m. and cooked eggs, bacon, gravy, ham steaks, biscuits, and other 

food for breakfast. When they had eaten all they could, they took a large 

sheet and covered the table, leftovers and all. They would come in from 

the fields for lunch, pull off the sheet, eat that same food and do the same 

thing for dinner—all without any kind of gastronomical complication. 

My initial disgust with pigs came after an event by the river where 

we camped in the summer. One neighbor had an annual pig roast and 

was well known for it. I was with my brother and baby sister, sitting on 

a glider, looking out onto the river and watching the grown-ups making 

complete fools of themselves, minding my own business. My grandmother 
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Top: My grandmother burning bacon. Bottom: My mother burning bacon.
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was up on a picnic table dancing while one of the host’s grown sons, a 

troublemaker by nature, had his mother’s Hawaiian-print swimsuit on 

over the top of his checkered flannel shirt and jeans. The brassiere part 

was overstuffed with tissues, and as he strolled around, his inebriated 

guests stuffed dollars in his bra. My baby sister walked over to us with a 

Dixie cup in her hand and held out the cup for my inspection, her baby 

blue eyes questioning mine. The last thing I expected to find as I looked 

into the cup were two lidless eyeballs looking back. I was indignant on 

her behalf and took the pig’s eyes back over to troublemaker and put 

them in his bra. 

Not long after that, I had a hotdog with a bone in it. Then, I had to 

give up fried bologna, a delicacy where I was from, because I found out 

that it was made the same way as hotdogs. I managed to avoid pork for 

many years until the call of BLTs beckoned me back a few years ago, but 

burnt black bacon is as far as I will venture into the meat world. There 

is something about the pairing of tomatoes with bacon that makes me 

forget all about bacon being from an animal. I think when bacon is part 

of the BLT, it should be considered a different food group altogether. 

Maybe it is the tomatoes that make the BLT. Tomatoes from West 
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Virginia are better than any tomatoes anywhere. There is nothing like 

smothering white bread with Hellman’s mayonnaise and then slicing red, 

ripe Beefsteak tomatoes onto it with lettuce and salt. One slice of our 

tomatoes filled an entire slice of bread. We used so much Hellman’s that 

it ran down our arms. Add to this mixture almost-burnt bacon and my 

eyes almost tear with memories of home. 

Country vegetables are unparalleled. Another camp event from my 

childhood was Stew night, and it was my favorite. Campers would bring 

whatever they had grown in their gardens that year—spring onions, 

shucky beans, potatoes, cabbage, or green peppers. It was our own 

version of a harvest feast and usually the last event of the summer. I 

would even eat the peas without much of a fuss if they mixed in with the 

other vegetables. 

We had corn roasts there too. They were almost as good as Stew 

night. Granddad would put a huge cast iron urn over a blazing fire. He’d 

fill it with ears of corn, husks and all. And then when they were done 

boiling, he pitched them into the coals so they were charred and almost 

smelled like popcorn. He turned them a few times as needed with his 

bare hands. The corn was the main event, but folks would bring covered 



213

dishes, and there was usually a keg of Pabst Blue Ribbon iced down and 

tapped. All of the children gathered large sticks from the damp ground 

and put hot dogs on them to roast (and I did this until I was twelve). 

There would be plenty of macaroni salad, coleslaw, and watermelon, 

which would also drip down our arms. We wore what we ate. We used 

to walk around with gnats stuck on the sticky watermelon juice. 

Ramps are primarily a West Virginia thing, growing wild all over, 

similar to garlic. My father used to eat them just so the staff would kick 

him out of school for the day. There are festivals in West Virginia every 

summer celebrating the ramp. You can smell them before you see them. 

Smell aside, ramps are delicious as long as everyone else around you eats 

them too.

Another strong odor emanating from most Scots-Irish households 

was corned beef and cabbage—a regular meal with corn bread or biscuits. 

I remember liking it but even then would choose the cabbage over the 

corned beef. My mother used to cook cabbage as a side dish. She would 

slice it and cook it al dente. My mother stepped things up a notch. 

Rather than cooking all vegetables until they lost their flavor and were 

mushy, she cooked them until they were just crisp. 
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It was her generation that started the new trend in culinary invention. 

She turned Cheese Whiz on saltines into cheese balls on Triscuits. She 

actually experimented and made us try things like asparagus, broccoli, 

cauliflower, and Brussels sprouts—all favorable in my eyes. My brother 

and sister and I had a pact at dinner time: My brother ate our meat, my 

sister ate our potatoes, and I ate the vegetables. There weren’t many I 

didn’t like, and peas had finally found a place in my palate and on my 

plate. Even spinach became a favorite if it was only wilted instead of 

cooked into mush—it’s a consistency thing: it made me gag like soakies 

or cooked oatmeal.

Besides alcohol, my family drank a variety of beverages. My 

grandfather drank buttermilk, a habit that probably prompted his bypass 

surgery not many years later. It wasn’t until after we moved to Maryland 

that Pepsi became the main drink besides sweet tea. Both of my sisters 

drink Pepsi, and neither drinks coffee—they prefer instead to awake to 

carbonation. No meal was produced without an accompaniment of tea—

hot or cold—at either my grandmother’s or my mother’s house. Iced tea 

was sweet tea, meaning we never heard of any kind of tea without sugar, 

hot or cold. Like our coffee with cream, my mother and I had to have 

our tea with sugar. If I had to pick a favorite drink, it would be tea. This 
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beverage has transcended my childhood world to accompany me into 

my life today. My writing group of West Virginia women is called the 

Sweet Tea Sisters, and I gauge the worth of a restaurant by its tea. 

The move from West Virginia to Maryland prompted my mother 

to try new dishes. Perhaps it was her new husband who inspired her. 

I followed suit, but my specialties were desserts. I mastered pie crust 

when I was twelve. Betty Crocker and I were best friends by then, and 

I had to try something new every weekend. By the time I was fourteen, 

I had given up meat completely, even though I could cook it and nearly 

everything else. 

Marrying an Italian chef only increased my culinary skills and 

associated taste buds, but some things from my childhood will always 

remain on my menu, like my down-home fried chicken and biscuits that 

are still my sons’ favorites. I cannot think of a single use for canned milk 

today, and I haven’t eaten butter beans on butter bread for decades. I no 

longer use milk on cake. Instead, a fresh raspberry coulis or chocolate 

ganache is my preference, and instead of anything canned or processed, 

I will go out of my way for fresh or organic. But when I pull out that 

iron skillet for making bacon when my family comes to visit, I fry it up 

nice and black.
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Running just west of the town [Romney] at the base of the South 

Branch Mountain, of peculiar attractions, is the fast flowing river. 

Here the tourists and seekers of pleasure find cool nights in summer, 

and glowing hearthstones in winter; wild game in the mountains for 

winter sport, and abundant fishing in the far-famed river. Certainly, 

no sportsman can be found who is in ignorance of the “Branch” and 

its stories. 

      Cartmell’s History, 1909



217

My family, like other families we knew, spent every summer 

at a place we called camp—not “our camp” or “the camp,” 

just “camp.” Camp was, and is, a stretch of wilderness 

along the South Branch River just off Route 28, the same road we lived 

on but seventeen miles farther south. When I was a baby, we camped 

in tents, lean-tos, and trailers. By the time I was five or so, my father’s 

extended family shared a small cabin, leased from a farmer who owned 

the land. This building itself was also called simply “camp.”

We never thought of going anywhere else besides camp in the 

summer—there was no talk of the beach, and I didn’t know places like 

Disney World existed. Our family spent time together in a way that was 

characteristic when we were at camp, particularly my father, who was 

absent from my life except when we were on the river. We stopped going 

Blue 
Beach
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My father, the troubleshooter, at a meeting in 1969 for Sunoco.
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every summer about a year after he died in 1969, so I often think of 

Dad and camp together. This was back when summer was like another 

country, exotic—wild, and filled with possibilities.

Just as we all have unique fingerprints, each river has it own 

motion, smells, and sounds. The place protected us from the outside 

world, filtering out the pressures of ordinary life and civilization. All 

the constraints of modern times were left somewhere beyond the banks 

of the river. It was also equalizing—we were all the same there. Adults 

returned from camp each year like children again, but ironically, I left my 

childhood there. I often think if I go there, I can find it. 

My father was a troubleshooter for Sun Oil Company, and though 

I’m not exactly sure what kind of troubles he shot, he was good at what 

he did for them. Because of this, we were sent all around the tri-state 

area wherever there was a problem. As we moved from place to place 

and town to town, camp became the only constant for us. I was always 

the new kid in school, but camp was the known, and it knew me. Camp 

was the steadying force in our lives. 

When Dad went to camp, I could see frustration lift from his face. 
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The frowns disappeared like the soothing ripples of the river traveling 

shoreward. He was a child like me in the brief time we were there each 

year. Back at home, Argus, the muscular German shepherd and trained 

police dog who rarely left his side, was a protector, a watchdog, and 

Dad’s right-hand man. At camp, the two played on the shore like any 

boy and his dog. And his mother, Grandma Aggie, who was fiercely 

attached to Dad, would pick up on this freedom as well—she was healthy 

and relaxed at camp in a way she never was at home.

Grandma Aggie and I were best friends, too. We did everything 

together, and I was her main helper when it came to getting ready to 

go to camp each June. The ritual of preparing for a summer there was 

exhausting, as if we were going halfway around the world instead of 

just down the road. Grandma Aggie would basically empty the entire 

contents of her cabinets into her Ford station wagon, using my brother 

Wayne and I as porters. We would have cans of A&P soda stacked on top 

of one another, suitcases, laundry baskets, cleaning supplies, and every 

pot and pan in Grandma Aggie’s kitchen. Hoping we hadn’t forgotten 

anything, we would climb into the car and drive the seventeen miles to 

camp—long miles for children. Grandma Aggie drove that old car with 
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her square chin set like she was on a mission.

As we drove, we sang the old songs, like “I’ve Been Working on 

the Railroad,” “My Darling Clementine,” and “The Titanic Song”—Oh 

they built the ship Titanic to sail the ocean blue and they thought they 

had a ship that the water couldn’t go through . . . We would meet 

everyone else at camp: Mom would bring my baby sister Sue and my 

cousins, Darlena and Kennetta. Granddad Otis drove his Ford truck with 

the three-speed on the column, hauling big blue plastic barrels, which he 

would later fill with drinking water from the springs in Springfield. My 

father was usually on the road during the week and would come down 

for weekends.

I could always tell when we were halfway to camp by the moisture 

in the air. The pungent mustiness of the river’s edge drew me in closer 

with each mile we crossed. Wayne, with his butterball body and short 

legs that barely went over the seat, could never sit still, and we didn’t 

have seat belts in those days. “Scooch back over here ’fore you fall off,” 

Grandma Aggie would say over and over, but he would tumble off and 

hit the floorboards time and again.

As we rounded the big turn near Springfield, the trees took on 
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Blue Beach Bridge.
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a deeper hue of green against the sheer presence of South Branch 

Mountain. We would pass under the B&O Railway Bridge, marking 

the almost-there point. If there was a train on the track Grandma Aggie 

would say, “Here comes a train, now duck yer heads.”

As we passed Milleson’s Mill, the hills changed into jagged borders 

of gray shale, which gracefully transformed into cliff faces as we drove. 

On the last face before the bridge, known as the rocks, deeply carved 

into the orange and brown mottled rock, were the words JESUS SAVES, 

all in capital letters. Grandma Aggie said the words each time we passed 

them as if she had just noticed them for the first time. She told me they 

had been there for as long as she remembered. She said, “Sissy,” which 

was my childhood name, “they’re one of the few things you can count 

on being here, them words. Them words and them rocks’ll be there for 

always. You can count on that.” 

Driving onto the bridge, I held my breath from a mixture of 

anticipation and fear of the bridge itself. My mother’s father had terrified 

me with his tales of the Great Flood of 1936, which washed away bridges 

and the homes beside them “as if they’d never been.” Cows were wedged 

under bridge girders, houses crumpled like accordions, cars stood on end 
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against telephone poles. I heard tell of Indian mounds being uplifted and 

carried along, their skeletons released, floating in water-borne coffins of 

debris. Nothing was sacred when it came to the river. The river wouldn’t 

leave the bridge there for long. 

But once we crossed it, we were there, in our other world.

Camp sat on an oval among other lopsided buildings folks called 

home from June to September. Some were nothing more than ramshackle 

structures made up of a hodgepodge of small trailers connected to 

additions or screened porches. The Wigger family had a small camper, 

the kind you pull, parked on cinder blocks with a wood addition attached. 

They slept in the camper part and lived and cooked in the screened-in 

addition. 

Granddad Otis would already be at our camp, having come in with 

Argus the day before we arrived. He cleaned out the sticks and branches 

washed up by the high waters along the steps leading to the dock. He 

swept out the winter dust from all the cracks and crevices. He would look 

for water damage and plug in the old, loud refrigerator that sounded like 

a car to see if it still worked, and then he’d hook up the propane stove. 

Granddad Otis was a gadget man, and in one of his resourceful modes, 
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he had rigged piping from the camp to the river to bring in water for 

cleaning. The lead pipes traveled the distance from camp underground 

until they reached the embankment, where they came shot straight out 

of the soil at a forty-five-degree angle, attaching to a pump that sat on 

the shore by the river. He had also built our dock using sealed, empty 

barrels underneath to float the wooden platforms. Beneath my weight, 

the barrels would roll and sway with the motion of the river, causing 

ripples in the water to angle back along the shoreline. 

Camp was just three small rooms, a living room-kitchen combination 

with two small bedrooms. The couch in the living room pulled out into 

a two-person bed. Each of the two bedrooms had a full-size bed, but the 

one closest to the road also had two cots. All of the covers and pillows 

smelled of the river’s deep dampness. Mom and Dad would take the 

bedroom closest to the river. Sue would sleep with them too. Grandma 

Aggie, Wayne, and I would take the large bed and Kannetta and Darlena 

the cots. That left the pullout for Granddad Otis. Sometimes, our cousins 

would come up from Baltimore and we’d all have to cram in there 

somehow. I’m not sure how—we always found room no matter who 

showed up, even if one or more of us had to find places for the night 
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Top: Grandma Aggie is holding me at camp when I was just a few months old. 
This is before there were any buildings. Bottom:  Leggy Grandma Aggie walk-
ing down at camp, holding her Pall Mall.
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with the other campers.

There was a screened porch on the river side of camp, which was 

filled with rafts, floats, flippers, snorkels, inner tubes, and other river 

gear. The Catawba trees—we called them Indian cigar trees—hung their 

cigars (seed pods) down against the camp. At night, the cigars floated in 

the breeze, massaging the porch screen, making scratching sounds like 

field mice. 

Our neighbors, the Bluebaughs, sported a very pink trailer next to 

a very pink porch, and I never understood that. I thought it should’ve 

been blue—after all, they were the Bluebaughs on Blue Beach. Mrs. 

Bluebaugh wore high-heeled, pink powder-puff slippers down to their 

very pink dock in the mornings. I used to wonder why the heels never 

caught in the cracks. Wayne and I rarely wore shoes. We couldn’t deprive 

ourselves of the pleasure of squishing the river mud between our toes. 

As a child I did not know how Blue Beach got its name, but it had 

nothing to do with the color blue; the water was more of a murky green. 

A family named Blue were first settlers there. And the “beach” certainly 

wasn’t much of one, just two or three feet of loose, brown silt embedded 

with twigs, tree bark, and various symbols of civilization, like pop-
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tops or cigarette butts. Sometimes a rusty can would wash up and stick 

dangerously out of the silt, just waiting for one of us to step on it. Every 

flood brought with it a whole variety of objects: old tires, appliances, 

and misshapen pieces of metal, twisted by the river’s swift motion. As 

the water receded, odds and ends were always left behind. But even if it 

was ungraceful and unsophisticated, it was ours. And when I looked out 

onto the water, I could see the cliffs with the tall trees fanning along the 

opposite shore, all upside down in its reflection.

Once we’d unpacked the car, I’d flee from my little brother as fast 

as I could. If Wayne and I had to hang out together for more than an 

hour it wasn’t pretty—our playing quickly turned into warfare. Kenny 

would be the first person I sought out. His family’s camp was next to 

ours going away from the bridge. Kenny was my best friend during the 

summer, and camp wasn’t complete without him. He was the fearless 

leader, and I the loyal follower. He was a squirt—short, thin, wiry, and a 

“wiseacre,” according to my grandpa. The summer my father died, 1969, 

Kenny was 11 and I was 10, though he was more sophisticated than I 

because he’d been exposed to his older sister’s escapades for years. 
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His sister, whom we’ll call Angela, was a 38 double D, and she 

paraded her assets well. The year before, as Kenny drank his first beer 

out of a six-pack of Pabst Blue Ribbon one night, he loosened the 

threads in her bikini top. The next day, as she was showing off her talents 

on the skis, the top just snapped and landed on her boyfriend’s head. He 

was skiing right beside her. He couldn’t see and panicked. He grabbed at 

the brassiere, lost his balance and did a double-D cartwheel on the water 

before he finally sank. Of course, everyone assumed it was an accident, 

but Angela was the center of attention from then on. Kenny had really 

created a monster.

When I finally tracked Kenny down, he acted as if we hadn’t been 

separated for most of a year. He came up to me, put his hands on his 

hips and said, “Well, let’s go.” His dark straight hair was always in his 

eyes, and his skin looked dark even at the beginning of summer. I was 

jealous of his easy tan; I stayed white all the way through August. 

 “Hey,” I said, “When did you get here? And where’re we going?” 

“Five minutes ago and up on the hill.”

“To the graveyard? No way. I just got here.”

“Aw, come on. You got nothing against fun.”
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“Fun?” I didn’t think it was that much fun. But he knew I wouldn’t 

back down. I would shrug my acceptance and we’d slowly wander up 

off the dock. We would pass the communal privy and a pile of empty 

Pabst Blue Ribbon cans. We would cross over the open field where we 

sometimes found arrowheads, heading for the footbridge that connected 

with Graveyard Hill about halfway up. We would take a shortcut on the 

back road, and crossed it onto a well-kept lawn of a place we called The 

Dutch House, which had ornamental windmills peacefully moving in 

time next to life-size figures of a Dutch boy and girl. They stood, as if 

waiting for our return, their arms beckoning us against the clear spring 

sky. There were many places along the back road that were well kept, yet 

empty like this one. It was a mystery. I remember thinking that maybe 

people actually lived there all year and just went somewhere else for the 

summer. That was the only way I could understand their abandonment.

We trudged up to the top of the hill—a hell of a place to put a 

graveyard, as Grandma Aggie put it. The headstones were enclosed in 

a circular fence of wrought iron, and stone and ivy had grown through 

all the crevices, forming a natural lock over the gate entrance. Kenny dug 

through his back pocket, handing his Chiclets and hair comb to me. 
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He finally produced his ivory-handled penknife, like he was a magician 

entertaining an audience, waving it all around like a conductor. 

“Do you suppose we’re messing with ancient spirits by doing this?” 

Kenny asked, severing the vine.

“No,” I said, “I mean, we come here every year. You’d think if 

spirits were going to get mad, they’d’ve done it before now.” He was so 

dumb sometimes.

Kenny managed to open the gate enough so we could squeeze 

through. Most of the badly deteriorated headstones were still readable. 

One, dated 1638 and lettered in a calligraphic script, had crumbled away 

at its edges until the name Theodora was all that was left. Another 

one, mostly intact, had large, bold letters saying, “The Most Honorable 

Reverend Charles McDonald, Born August 10, 1768, Departed This World 

December 12, 1802.” We couldn’t get through most of the overgrowth, 

so we had to be content to examine what was right in front of us until 

Kenny said, “This one looks dug up!” 

That’s all it took. I scrambled past, feet flying, scraping my arm on 

an iron pinnacle of the narrow gate. I heard Kenny’s breathing right 

behind me, thinking he wasn’t so dumb after all. He tripped, falling 
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past me, tumbling halfway down the hill like some invisible force had 

pushed him. We ran until we reached the field and collapsed on top of 

each other into a heap of quivering fear—four arms and four legs all 

jumbled together. 

When we heard someone coming, I think we half-expected to see 

dead corpses with worms squirming out of their eye sockets, running us 

down and hunting us to the ends of the earth, or at least until Paw Paw. 

Instead, it was just Wayne. He was wide-eyed and innocent as he came 

up to us, bait bucket in hand, and said, “You’ve been to the graveyard.” 

We got up then, laughing, dusting the soot from our pants. 

“What you got in the pail, Wayne?” I asked. 

He looked down into the bucket as if he had forgotten what was in 

there and said, “Well, um . . . let’s see . . . oh! Hellgram . . . Hellogram 

. . . Hellgrammites and some crayfish. Me and Granddad Otis’s going 

fishing for a ten-pound bass. You wanna come?” 

“No,” I said. “We got more important things to take care of.”

“Yeah, like what?” he said.

“We gotta get the inner tubes ready for the ripples.”

“No, you can’t. Grandma Aggie says no swimming ‘til June 16 and 
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that’s not ‘til tomorrow, the water’s not warm ‘til then, so you can’t go 

today.”

“Get a grip, shrimp,” Kenny butted in.

“Listen,” I said, “Stop running your mouth and go fishing.” 

Anything to get rid of Wayne.

I could never have imagined that my next trip to a cemetery—just 

some short weeks later I’d be throwing dirt on my father’s grave.

Kenny was generally the leader, but sometimes he relied on me to 

know what to do. Like when we found the dead babies. 

Dr. Whiteman’s camp sat dark and foreboding in our little oval of 

camps. I didn’t know what kind of doctor he was, but he’d been a scary 

white-haired man with crazy eyebrows. He’d died two years earlier and 

his camp had been empty ever since. We’d go there occasionally to sit on 

his back patio, where an intricate latticework pattern behind a breezeway 

provided shade for telling tales or daring dares. Beside the breezeway was 

a shed filled with lumber, tools, paint, snorkels, old clothes and empty 

containers all in a jumble. Camp was like that, though—mysterious and 

mostly unexplainable things were everywhere.
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I suppose the idea was in the back of my mind for a while, but at 

the time, it seemed like a brainstorm. We’d fix his camp up for our own! 

We all agreed—Kenny, me, and Wayne, whom we’d agreed to let in with 

the plan of making him do the dirty work. 

It wasn’t hard to get inside. None of the camps were secured in any 

way other than a locked door, which we could unlock just by climbing in 

a window. Kenny said, “Shrimp here is too short to reach the door lock 

and I got the best hearin’ in case someone comes, so you gotta’ go.” 

 “All right, I’ll go, but if you guys leave me here, I’ll chase you 

down and beat you senseless. You got me?” I said, looking back with 

one foot through the window. I figured Kenny might have agreed to all 

of this just so they could run off once I was inside, but their head nodded 

in agreement. I got through and started to look around. The gingham 

curtains were crisp with age and a layer of dust covered the entire place 

like it had been buried already. My minions were mumbling outside, so 

I went to let them in. 

We started to clean the kitchen and worked our way into the den, or 

what looked like a den. I took the closet. There were some large boxes 

on the bottom. I used one to stand on so I could reach the top. Mostly 
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papers and files lined the high shelf, so I just tidied them up a bit. As I 

sat down to catch my dust-choked breath, the box gave way slightly and 

I felt what appeared to be large jars, cold to the touch. My curiosity got 

the better of me and I put my hand into the box and suddenly felt a chill. 

I pulled out a heavy glass jar, almost letting it slip through my fingers, 

then pulling it close to my body so it wouldn’t drop. My heart started 

to skip beats, my breath came in short, quick gasps, and my palms grew 

sweaty as my eyes focused on its content. 

The jar held a human fetus. 

I was never so scared before, so scared that I forgot to breathe and 

got dizzy because of it. I opened the box up all of the way; three more 

fetuses in various stages of growth slept inside, ranging from fist size to 

the size of a newborn. Why would Dr. Whiteman keep dead babies in 

jars? Did he study them? Were they miscarriages? I didn’t even know 

Dr. Whiteman was that kind of a doctor. Then it dawned on me: maybe 

they were abortions. I knew about abortions from television; I knew 

they were illegal. 

They floated in stasis, not seemingly dead, but not alive either. The 

littlest one looked more like a bird than a potential human being, with 
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nearly formed arms, but not quite. Maybe it was deformed. The biggest 

one looked as if it could actually already have been born. I wondered 

who it belonged to or if it would’ve had someone to love it. Because 

it was in a fetal position, I couldn’t see if it was a boy or a girl, and I 

couldn’t help thinking that it might have been beautiful alive. But as it 

floated in the fluid, its skin blue tinged with purple, it wasn’t very pretty. 

“You guys,” I said in a very weak and shaky voice, “Come here.” 

I guess they knew something was wrong by my tone, for they were 

there at my side in seconds, dirt on their faces and dust in their hair. 

Their eyes grew wide as they looked at the jars. A minute or two passed 

before anyone spoke. 

“Wow! I ain’t never seen unborn babies before,” Kenny said. 

Wayne asked, “Are they alive?” 

“No,” I said. “Would they be in jars if they were?” 

“Why are they here?” asked Kenny. 

“I don’t know and I’m not sure I want to,” I replied. 

“Maybe he studied them or something, like research,” Kenny guessed. 

“Here, where people vacation?” I asked. “Why would he do that and 

why would he leave them here?” 
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“What are we gonna do with them?” Wayne asked.

Kenny interrupted with, “Maybe there are some hearts and livers 

here too.”

“Yeah,” Wayne added. “Or some fingers or toes.” 

“Okay, that’s enough.” Suddenly, I felt nauseous. 

None of us wanted to leave them there; the general consensus was 

that we should bury them, but that day we ended up putting them in 

the refrigerator. 

In the refrigerator!

We left Dr. Whiteman’s camp that day and never returned. We gave 

that camp a wide berth from then on and I never attempted illegal entry 

again. We never told anyone about the babies, because then we would 

have had to tell how we got into Dr. Whiteman’s camp. We were stuck 

with our horrible secret image of dead babies floating lifeless in jars in 

Mr. Whiteman’s refrigerator.

Whenever it rained, expeditions to cemeteries and abandoned camps 

were off. We cradled ourselves inside camp’s protective walls, listening 

as the black clouds trickled musical raindrops onto the camp’s tin roof. 
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Grandma Aggie never tired of playing games, and on rainy days Darlena, 

Kannetta, and I would sit around playing with her for hours, Monopoly 

marathons, Yahtzee championships, rummy tournaments, and canasta 

competitions, with hors d’oeuvres on the side, usually saltine crackers 

with Vienna sausages cut open and laid on them, covered with catsup. 

Mom, who didn’t like games, would read or go to a friend’s camp. Dad, 

if he were there, would usually be out of there, too, playing cards with 

Grandpa Otis and the other men.

On one rainy day, out of the corner of my eye, I saw a little mouse 

scurry under the couch. Mom saw it and screamed. I jumped up from 

the card game to look for its nest. She and Grandma Aggie were up on 

chairs in seconds, doing little dances. 

Granddad Otis pulled out the couch but couldn’t see where it had 

gone. I ran to get his flashlight as he turned over the couch. As soon as 

he did, a matted nest full of mice fell out. They were all pink so they must 

have been newborn. The mother was still somewhere in the springs of 

the couch. Granddad Otis said, “Well, looky here. Looky at these little 

critters.” It sometimes amazed me how gentle and concerned this man 

could be—a man who could shoot squirrels, pull off their skin like a 
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one-piece jumpsuit, cut off their heads, boil them, crack open the skulls, 

and eat the brains. 

Wayne said, “Let me see ‘em. I wanna see.”

“I saw it first,” I said.

Mom yelled, “You’ll get a disease!”

Granddad Otis said, “Don’t worry, Tootie, they’s already dead. Their 

momma must not been able to get enough to eat.” He picked up the nest 

like it was sacred and took it out in the rain. I don’t know if he buried 

them, since the soil was so wet. The rain most likely washed through 

like a miniature flood. I bawled my head off, even though I wasn’t fond 

of mouse turds in the dresser drawers. It seemed as if they never had a 

chance. Grandma Aggie handed me a tissue, the cheap kind from A&P, 

the kind that rubbed your nose raw.

Different sections of the river hosted different kinds of get-togethers. 

Each area was like its own community, and each community had its 

own traditions. Our traditions were corn roasts and community stew. 

Granddad Otis had started a summer tradition of monumental corn 

roasts. The fire he built to cook the corn didn’t even seem hot in July 

as we stood around it, watching. He’d build it until we could see its 
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reflection in the stillness of the river. Everyone would come, bringing a 

covered dish. We usually ate outside unless it was raining. The light of 

the fire danced from face to eager face. 

On stew night, everyone came to our camp and lined up on the 

three weathered picnic tables, playing music while the stew cooked. If 

my father was there, he and his best friend Roy would play their guitars. 

When she wasn’t dancing on top of the tables, Grandma Aggie would 

sing one of her favorite songs, like “Patches.” Her voice was raw with the 

pain of the mountains when she sang it:

Down by the river that floats by the coal yards 
Stand wooden houses with shutters torn down 
There lives a girl ev’rybody calls Patches 
Patches, my darling of old Shanty Town. 

We planned to marry when June brought the sun 
I couldn’t wait to make Patches my bride 
Now I don’t see how that ever can happen 
My folks say no and my heart breaks inside.  

Patches, Oh, what can I do?
I swear I’ll always love you 
But a girl from that place will just bring me disgrace 
So my folks won’t let me love you. 

Each night I cry as I think of that shanty 
And pretty Patches there watching the door 
She doesn’t know that I can’t come to see her 
Patches must think that I love her no more. 
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I heard a neighbor tellin’ my father 
He says a girl name of Patches was found 
Floating face down that dirty old river 
That floats by the coal yards in old Shanty Town. 

Patches, Oh, what can I do? 
I swear I’ll always love you 
It may not be right but I’ll join you tonight 
Patches I’m coming to you.

This song was special to Grandma Aggie because I think she 

associated it with the loss of Robert Loy, her first love, and when she 

sang it, it made me cry.

Mom sometimes sang along with Dad and his best friend Roy on 

“The Butcher’s Boy” or other folk songs. It seemed to me like all sorrow 

and heartbreak came from men.

I was waiting for Grandma Aggie to get up on the picnic table and 

do her little jig. Nearly everyone at camp was good-natured and loved 

to motivate ole Aggie into dancing. They would clap and cheer her on. 

It was the highlight of the evening for me. Her skinny little legs would 

move in time to the music. People would shout, “Come on, Aggie, now 

shake it, woman.” And soon they’d have everyone’s grandmother up 

there if at all possible. Darlena and Kennetta generally felt at home there, 
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Camp around the picnic table.



243

I think. If there ever was anywhere where they could feel at home, camp 

was the place. I enjoyed seeing adults having a good time. It meant life 

probably wasn’t over after parenthood and that was reassuring. The river 

was a reminder that some things were there for us, and as Wayne and I 

sat on the glider by it, we were comforted by its presence. 

After a while, the string of plastic Chinese lanterns lit up the area 

out back of camp, so the adults could ready the picnic tables for the 

night’s games. 

They usually played spoons, a physical card game that used one less 

spoon than the number of players. They lined them up across the top of 

the picnic table, and when a certain sequence of cards came into play, 

there was a mad scramble for the spoons. Whoever was left without a 

spoon was out of the game. Dad broke his thumb once when the picnic 

bench fell backwards and he tried to balance it with his hand. Spoons 

wasn’t a game for kids, so we were usually put to bed. However, it 

wasn’t hard to tell what was happening by the sounds of laughter and 

the occasional screams from the back yard. This was the way we were 

lulled to sleep most nights by the river.
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Granddad Otis played cards with a group of his old-timers. Wayne, 

Sue, and I often went to sleep with them playing in some high-stakes 

game. We’d often wake up with them still playing. I would get up and 

take them coffee. Sue was only two years old, so she wasn’t usually 

involved in what Wayne and I did. 

I was up early in the mornings, staying only long enough to grab 

toast on the way out of the door. There was no television to fight over, 

and the only modern appliance we possessed was a broken radio forever 

positioned on a Top 40 station. We used it to prop open the window, 

only the window wasn’t cooperating. 

Kenny met me at the door. We were synchronized—in tune with 

each other, like we were in tune with camp. We walked next to the river 

on the backside of the camps with Argus following. The closer we got 

to the bridge, the higher the bank rose above the water. Since most of 

the camps upriver were elevated ten to twelve feet above the water line, 

getting onto the docks became more difficult. This forced people upriver 

to find ingenious ways of getting down the embankment. There also 

seemed to be an underlying competition as to who could come up with 

the most unique idea. It was amazing to me, what people did to thwart 



245

nature. First, decks or landings were built roughly level with the banks. 

Various attachments were used to support them, such as lumber and 

railroad ties. Then, steps were placed at odd angles. Sometimes they 

built second decks or landings halfway down. We zigzagged our way 

over and across these pieces of modern architecture to our destination: 

the rope swing. 

The rope hung from a tall old oak that was embedded in the bank 

about twelve feet above the water. The handle was a triangular piece of 

metal tied onto the rope. Attached to it was another short rope we used 

to tie the entire contraption to the tree, or to drag it back on the return 

swing. Boards were nailed randomly onto the tree, which served as 

steps. Climbing the steps added another four feet to the already immense 

height. I imagined this was as good a way as any to meet the cool June 

water for the first time. The swing didn’t bother me, and I didn’t mind 

the tree. It was the distance I had to jump that gave me a nervous tic in 

my left eye. 

I pretended to adjust my swimsuit so that Kenny was first. He made 

it look so easy, boldly climbing the steps, grabbing the handle, giving 

a Tarzan yell, and swinging. He plunged smoothly into the water and 
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resurfaced a moment later with a grin on his face. It made me ill. I tried 

to think of an excuse but my lips wouldn’t mouth one. I had to save face, 

so I got on the steps, grabbed the handle, and did what any intelligent 

person would do: I shut my eyes and jumped. 

The jump nearly gave me a heart attack, but I got so caught up in 

the soothing swinging motion, that by the time I heard Kenny screaming 

and Argus barking, I had come to a dead stop. I remember thinking that 

if I could just hang onto that metal bar, I’d be safe. I wouldn’t have to 

fall into the river. I didn’t want to fall underneath the surface, where I 

couldn’t see what was there. I could swing above it forever. 

I realized what I had done, so I opened my eyes. Kenny was yelling, 

“Don’t let go, look, look under you!” I looked down in time to see a 

water moccasin right beneath me. Argus was barking so furiously that 

saliva was beading up at the corners of his mouth. Kenny had his collar 

to keep him from going after it. I hung onto that metal handle with all 

my might, wanting to throw up. I only had to wait for a moment while 

the snake passed, but it felt like an eternity. It turns out the snake was 

really dead, but I didn’t know that at the time. By the time I let go of the 

handle and sank under water, I knew something was wrong. My arm was 
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stuck, pulled from the socket. It had happened before and it was awful. 

I started to yell while I tried to keep myself afloat with one arm. Kenny 

swam out with an inner tube and helped me on. All the while, my arm 

was sticking straight up in the air. I felt like a German sub, scoping the 

enemy. 

They took me to Granddad Otis, and he massaged my shoulder 

while he soothingly talked to me. “Don’t fret yourself now, we’ll get it 

back where it goes.” Then all at once, while he kept me distracted with 

his slow talk, he just popped it back into the socket. Once it was back in, 

I felt better. At least I didn’t have to jump off that swing again.

When I heard the siren, faintly at first, I knew it would be Dad. He 

had a knack for causing calamity. He flew over the bridge, his Roadster 

motorcycle barely touching the road. Dad was fond of fast cars and 

motorcycles. The only problem was that he continually wrecked them. 

Not only did he damage most of them beyond repair, but he also 

managed to mangle a body part of his own in the process. When my 

Mom was still pregnant with my baby sister, he wrapped his car around 

a telephone pole. It looked like an accordion. He escaped, which was a 
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Top: My father’s sidekick: Argus. Bottom: Grandma Aggie and Grandad Otis 
at camp.
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miracle, but he broke his back in the process. He wore a neck brace for 

months as reminder of his immortality.

My father was like that—he demanded attention—like my sore 

dislocated arm from the tree swing. Once he walked into a room, 

all attention turned toward him. To me he was overwhelming. To be 

around him was existing in his shadow. He was large and loud, and he 

frightened me most of the time. Everyone idolized him, his crazy antics, 

and his way of treating people better than they expected. He was better 

than some men were and worse than others were. He and my mother 

had an off-again, on-again relationship and were even divorced once and 

then remarried. He hit her on more than one occasion. I was a witness 

to some of this, although we all managed to hide it well. I never really 

knew the extent of his outbursts. I suppose few things are flawless. He 

was hard on Mom, expecting her to be all the things he wasn’t.

All in all, we came to expect things to happen when Dad was 

around—not necessarily good things, either. Another thing we didn’t 

have at camp was the law, and it only came when it followed my father. 

His entrance to camp that day was no exception.

He made a left turn from the bridge onto Long Road, and then 
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My father’s wrecked car on Route 28 in 1967.
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he cut through a neighbor’s yard and parked behind our camp. He 

hopped off, kissed Mom, hugged Grandma Aggie, tousled Wayne’s hair, 

and said, “What’s for dinner? I’m starved.” Meanwhile, the sheriff’s car 

slowly cruised by, tracking my father’s route, stopping and looking at 

each camp for a few seconds and then moving on. He slowed to a stop 

like he was going to get out and ask questions about Dad, but then 

Argus took off after his car and tried to gnaw the bumper off, so he kept 

moving. I looked at the sheriff’s car, then at Dad. His casual attitude was 

enough to relax me, so I said, “How long can you stay, Dad?”

 “Long enough to see you go off that swing,” he said with a wink 

and a nod toward the swing. 

“Sorry, you’re too late. I’ve already gone.”

“Don’t you wanna do it once more just for me?” he teased. Wayne 

hopped onto his lap, and Dad said, “Hey, my Pepsi Generation man,” 

like the TV commercial. He called Wayne that because Wayne wanted to 

drive a Pepsi truck when he grew up. 

Granddad Otis asked, “You be driving too fast again, son?”

“Nah,” Dad said, “I just took a little short cut is all, Pop.”

Grandma Aggie said, “Son, I wish you’d sell that Harley and that 
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there little piece of trouble, too,” referring to the Roadster.

“Oh, Mom, come on, you only live once.”

“No,” she said. “Not you, Keith, you’re working on number four 

about now.” She was referring to his automobile accident the previous 

year, which placed him in a neck brace for six months. I remember 

how we got the call, late one night. We were living in Pennsylvania and 

Dad was visiting Grandma Aggie in West Virginia. Mom was pregnant 

with Sue at the time. We traveled for hours, Mom with her belly tight 

and large. We ended up staying at Grandma Aggie’s for three months 

while Dad lay up in the hospital. I guess that’s what made him appear 

immortal to me. He kept surviving the most devastating injuries. 

Granddad Otis took Dad aside, expressing concern over his driving. 

I was waiting to see if Granddad Otis would have one of his fighting 

spells after he talked with Dad. But he didn’t. He just picked up his 

fishing rod and tackle box and walked on toward the river. Fishing was 

Granddad Otis’s answer to life’s problems.

This was the summer I went fishing with Dad—the first and only 

time. My brother usually went along and that was assumed. I, however, 

was not usually invited. This time, I wiggled my way into the group by 
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being persistent and probably annoying.

We got our bait from Fischer’s store, and I always thought that was 

funny—even though it was spelled differently. It was a small store on 

Route 28 with a huge cement trough where thousands of tiny minnows 

(we called them minnies) swam. I loved to sit on the edge of the trough 

and watch them frantically fighting to escape the net. I thought they were 

cute and really didn’t want to use them as bait. I preferred American 

cheese—anything without eyes.

The fog moved smoothly over the surface of the river the night 

Granddad Otis, Dad, Wayne, and I pushed the outboard away from the 

dock. The night noises—crickets, bullfrogs, and owls—blended with the 

soft ripples of water lapping against the boat. We kept our voices low as 

we glided downriver against the light of the moon.

Grandma Aggie used to tell us, “Don’t drift too far down that 

river or you’ll end up in Paw Paw.” She said it with such conviction 

that Paw Paw became the epitome of all that was wrong in the world. 

This nightmare hick town from the Twilight Zone used to plague my 

imagination. I could just imagine us drifting down river—somewhere 

near Main Street, Paw Paw, West Virginia, lost forever. 
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The Rocks, also known as the Cliffs at Blue Beach in 1959 (top) 
and 1999 (bottom).
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As we went down river Granddad Otis maneuvered to avoid a piece 

of the old bridge that was left from one of the floods. Marked with a 

plastic milk container so boaters could avoid hitting it, this large, bent 

arc of metal extended from a depth of about fifteen feet to just three feet 

below the surface, depending on water level. If my feet touched it when I 

drifted past, tubing or swimming, the bottom of my stomach would cave 

in and chills would shiver up and down my body. I hated the unseen.

The nights were surreal. The moon’s reflection off the surface of the 

river belied the water’s darkness. They complemented one another. If I 

were to stand on the bridge and look down on the water, the moon’s 

light cut a crooked path on the river’s surface, leading all the way down 

to the last camp. 

We finally reached the ripples and went past them to where the 

water once again became still. Two little islands jutted up from the 

surface, looking like matching ferrymen on rafts. Between the two islands 

was a near stagnant pool that was home to thousands of larva, mostly 

tadpoles. They lost their tails and came onto shore in huge numbers. 

Whenever I would set my foot onto the white-pebbled shore, baby frogs 

jumped out of my way. The previous year, I had put a bunch of them 
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in a metal recipe box to take home, but I ended up forgetting them and 

went home for a week. It was a hot summer and when we returned the 

next weekend, I opened the lid to find a slew of little frog skeletons, 

clinging desperately to their metal coffin. They had baked all week in the 

hot sun. I was a murderer. Granddad Otis went gigging all the time for 

frogs, but it never seemed as horrible as what I had done.

As we drifted past Frog Island, a light mist developed and I shivered 

a little. Dad took off his jacket and laid it on my shoulders.

I always had trouble casting. The rod seemed to go one way and my 

arm the other. I could never get them synchronized. Wayne thrust his 

line out onto the marbled, dark surface and I tried to do the same, but 

my wrist wasn’t quick enough. Dad put his hands on mine and rocked 

my wrist back and forth until the momentum grew and my line landed 

out close to the others.

Wayne was a pro at all this and was catching one fish after the 

other. I had to put worm after worm on my hook, because the sly fish 

would just bite around the hook. Secretly I was glad the fish weren’t 

getting harpooned by my fishing pole. I wanted to use the cheese I 

had crammed in my pocket, but I knew these real fishermen wouldn’t 
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approve. I really didn’t want to hurt those minnows or worms, so I just 

grazed the membrane lightly until it looked like it was attached. My line 

just dangled straight in the water. I wanted it to dance around and come 

alive, just once. I could forgive myself just once. I think I never would 

have felt the need to fish again if just once I could catch something better 

than Wayne could.

The mist turned into a light rain and I was ready to leave, but I tried 

to be strong. I wanted to show my father I could catch one, too, only my 

patience was waning. I started to get antsy and couldn’t sit still. I made 

the boat rock from side to side.

“Dad, could we please go back now? It’s really starting to rain and 

you know Grandma Aggie won’t want us catching our death,” I said, 

thinking my parental logic would get me back to the camp without my 

appearing weak.

“You didn’t have to come, Sissy,” he said.

“I know. I wanted to.”

“You’re a trouper.”

“You really think so?”

“I know so. You may not be a good fisherman, but you can hit a 
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mean baseball and jump higher than any boy I know.” He put his arm 

around my shoulder, and I laid my head on his chest. Men didn’t do 

much hugging in my family. I don’t think they knew how. But when his 

arm went around me, I stopped feeling the rain. I stayed there all that 

night fishing with them. I didn’t catch a thing.

I’d like to say that the last time I saw my father was skiing, but it’s 

not. I have chosen it as my last image of him, though, because my last 

image was not one I want to keep. The morning I choose to remember 

is the morning Wayne and I wanted to learn how to ski. Granddad Otis 

did his best to explain the process to us in a way we could understand. 

I couldn’t get my knees to straighten out, so I ended up skiing around 

the river in a squat, much to my embarrassment. I was relieved when it 

was Wayne’s turn because he screwed up much worse than I had. He 

fell right off, but he didn’t let go of the rope. He hung on while he was 

being pulled under the water. Granddad Otis didn’t notice at first until 

I waved my hands to let him know Wayne’s predicament. Wayne was 

waterlogged when he got onto the dock, water running from his ears 

and his nose. 
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Dad had been standing up on the bank observing the action. He 

was dressed in his suit for a meeting at work. He strode down onto the 

dock, kicked off his shoes, slipped on the skis, and then he grabbed the 

rope and said, “Hit it, Pop.” He had dark eyes and a square jaw, and 

he was very handsome. I see him in my brother, and some say I look 

like him, too. Off he went like he owned the damned river, which of 

course we assumed he did. His movements were so graceful. There he 

was in a three-piece double-breasted suit, minus the wing tips, fighting 

the current behind the boat Granddad Otis had rebuilt. His 200-pound, 

six-foot form never revealed an inch of clumsiness. His silhouette against 

the tall cliffs was like a Greek god—maybe Dionysus. He didn’t falter 

or, as I recall, blink an eye. Other skiers gave him the right of way as 

they called greetings to him: “Hey you son-of-a-bitch, what’ll you think 

of next?” or “What a way to mix business with pleasure!” He made his 

circle around the river, and as he came in near the dock, he beached 

the skis and slipped his feet out, one at a time, and then placed them 

onto the dock. He managed all this while wetting only the bottoms of 

his pants. He said, “Now do it like that,” as he got on his motorcycle, 

tousled Wayne’s hair, and left for work. Mom never got to see it; she was 
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busy chasing after Sue. She always missed the good stuff.

Dad’s last Fourth of July was in 1969. He died a few weeks later. He 

had developed a kink in his intestines, like the turmoil of his life took up 

residence there and demanded to be recognized. He doubled over and 

called my Grandma Aggie to take him to the hospital. 

 It was an enigma to us all, such a young man falling ill and dying 

within a week. The doctors removed twenty-seven feet of intestines, but 

he contracted gangrene and later died of shock. He was only thirty years 

old.

The summer of ‘69 was the beginning and the ending of what I 

knew and loved. Grandma Aggie was grief-stricken; she never recovered. 

Dad wasn’t supposed to have anything to drink, but Grandma Aggie 

always gave Dad whatever he asked for. He kept asking for water the 

night he died. Since he died of shock, Mom thinks it was the water that 

did it.

Argus disappeared shortly afterwards. We heard tales of him from 

Camp Cliffside, the Boy Scout camp across the river. I could see him as 

their mascot, saving drowning boys or killing snakes as the Scouts took 
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long hikes in the woods—a piece of my father living on there forever at 

Blue Beach.

Grandma Aggie, who had already lost one lung to cancer, never 

stopped smoking. She died a slow and agonizing death that began with 

my father’s death echo and ended five years later. She had been carrying 

cancer around in the other lung as well. By the time she was diagnosed, 

it was too late. I think she knew and didn’t care. My mother and my 

grandmother grew so far apart that Grandma Aggie and I rarely saw 

one another. I wasn’t even at Grandma Aggie’s side when she died, a 

nightmare I continued to relive for many years afterward. 

When my mother remarried, we moved over the state line to 

Maryland. I was fourteen. I saw Kenny frequently. The last time I saw 

him was when he had a huge party at his parents’ house and I drank too 

many sloe gin fizzes and threw up in his kitchen sink. I later heard he 

was in jail for dealing drugs. 

 It seemed as though the most important people in my life had 

just vanished from the world I knew. I felt abandoned along with the 

childhood innocence I would never again find. And I tried. When I 

was sixteen, my boyfriend and I hitchhiked to camp. We stopped to see 
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Blue Beach in 1999.
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Granddad Otis on the way. He was excited to see me and told me about 

what he wanted me to do with a few of his belongings in the event of his 

death. It was as if he knew. My boyfriend and I went on down to camp 

with our backpacks and provisions. The rains had once again flooded the 

area and the camp was filled with mud. It took us two days to scrub the 

gray residue from the walls and floor. We removed most of the water-

damaged furniture, pulling it out onto the grass to hopefully dry it out, 

revive it, despite the wet ground. It was early spring, so no one else had 

ventured into the sogginess. I have never cleaned so religiously. The dry, 

caked-on mud was like the skin of death covering the entire place.

Not long after, Granddad Otis died from a massive coronary. He 

was sighting his rifle, sitting at his sister’s kitchen table. In resignation, 

he calmly pulled his one arm, which had become limp because of the 

heart attack, up onto the table with the other arm that was still working. 

They say he was dead before he hit the ground. When Granddad Otis 

died, my uncle Tyler was the only one left. He came up from Baltimore 

and sold camp. 

Since that time in my life, the area has once again been completely 
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flooded. Sometimes I imagine camp swirling in a tornado of water—I 

see those dead babies falling out of the refrigerator and I hope the water 

frees them from their glass caskets. I hope they get buried properly under 

the river mud, and then the child I left behind won’t be alone.
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