Blackberry Summer

Description:

The summer of 1965 changes the lives of two children in such a way that they will never view life through the eyes of innocence again.  Carol Lynn, and her cousin, Tom, are spending the summer with their grandmother on her farm in rural Virginia.  It is a quiet little place hiding the secrets, stories, and gossip the darker side of people entertain.  It doesn’t take the children long to become fascinated by the Horten family living near their grandmother.  It is Carol Lynn’s burning interest in the Horten family that leads them to trespass on their property.  She wants to know the secret of the pond.  It’s on one of these forays that she meets Horten’s stepdaughter, Clovie, a  pitiful waif who longs to learn how to read.  When Carol Lynn makes friends with the girl, it sets in motion events, past and present, that expose deception, incest, murder, suicide, and infanticide.  When the truth is discovered, those involved are changed forever.  The startling conclusion will take many by surprise.

First Ten Pages:

Easter always stirs up my emotions. I blame it on the warm Virginia springs or the sudden dread that the world is rapidly fading and what I hold dear will be lost forever. At least that's what I told myself back then. It was a strange time for me as I completed my tenth year on this planet. My father had long since marched away from our dilapidated cottage. Mama took whatever work she could find and some of this work had to do with men. I figured out early that life required compromise and, in the south, women did a lot of compromising. Easter of 1965 was the beginning of my approaching maturity. I knew all about sex and that there had never been an Easter Bunny or a Santa Claus. Santa Claus was easy to figure out. We had no money for extras so nothing was under the tree but I really did want to believe in the Easter Bunny. Somehow when you are ten years old, you want to cling to something and I wasn't ready for Jesus but my grandmother came in like a clap of thunder to proclaim my salvation. “

“Mary Beth, get this child dressed,” said Grandma; “I shall take her to Church! It wouldn't hurt you any to get your skinny butt inside the Lord's house!” she added before scooping me into her arms and nearly hugging the life out of me. I enjoyed church that day. Grandma held my hand and marched us right through the big white doors. Everyone smiled and told us that God loved us. Grandma said the same to them. After the minister finished his sermon, we went out to the picnic area for chicken and other good stuff. I'd never seen so much food in all my life. I ate until I could eat no more! I thought we would go home then but that was not to be. There was more preaching and singing. It seemed like the day would never end but it did. I wasn't asleep when my mother and grandmother began their discussion so I strained my ears to hear. I could tell by my mother's voice that she was angry.

“Mama, you know I love Carol Lynn but I can't look after her this summer and I can't leave her here alone. You'll have to take her.”  There was a long silence as my mother lit a cigarette. The way my mother struck the match warned me that the decision had been made.” 

“You know I'll take the child,” said my grandmother. “I always take her when you ask me but it's you I worry about. You never take Carol Lynn to church or go to her school to talk to her teachers. You didn't even go to her Christmas play. You should've seen her at church today! She was wide-eyed and dumb struck by all the goings on! The child took in everything and actually listened to what the preacher said.”

 I had to roll my eyes at that. I sat there because I had no escape and the smell of chicken drifting in with each turn of the overhead fan teased my stomach into silence. Now that I think about it, I stood out like a sore thumb. My dress was too small, my hair a mess and my shoes were nothing but loose leather. I didn't stink so that should count for something! Grandma had scrubbed me raw that morning. I told her I could bathe myself but she was too aware of my slothful habits. I was a tomboy and proud of it. There was no living child in my class that could put me in my place. It was the only thing I had to hang on to. My pa had treated me like a boy so I acted like a boy. It was as simple as that.

“She needs your guidance. Lord knows I can't reach her. I'm afraid she's going to grow up and be...queer.”

“Mary Beth, you hush up,” said Grandma. “She's too young for you to be worrying about that. You were a tomboy when you were her age and you didn't turn out that way. In fact...”

“Don't say,” said Mama coldly. “I do what I have to do.  Dan running off left me in debt...his debt. I'm lucky to keep this shack over our heads.”  Mama started to cry.

“There, there,” said Grandma. “It's going to be okay. Don't you let it worry you so.”

I rolled over and closed my eyes. I knew that the good parts of the conversation were over. It made me mad to think my own mama thought I might be queer. I didn't like male or female. If anything I was asexual. I'd looked it up in the dictionary and was fairly certain that was where I was headed.  With their voices fading, I slowly dropped off to sleep, breathing deeply of the cool moist air that crept in from the window. It might be a lousy house but my bed underneath the window made me feel as if I was in a palace.

As I look back on that particular Easter, I wish that I'd made it last a little longer. I can conjure up the sights and smells of the day but not the love. I know that my mother must have loved me and I should've told her that I loved her. We never know when it will be our last holiday so we should make the most of it when it arrives. Anyway, as soon as school was out for the summer, I was escorted, along with my cousin, to my grandmother's farm.

My cousin, Tom, was in the same boat as me. His mother was my mother's sister and they were so much alike you would've thought they were twins. It was my aunt's friend, Jim that drove us down to my grandmother's. I say down because we went to the farm country. I never saw the sign welcoming us to another state so we were still in Virginia. Tom gave a loud groan with each passing farm. He was a city boy so I knew I'd have to take time from my planned adventures to show him the ropes. He was nine so I had seniority. He wasn't a bad looking boy. He reminded me of an Indian kid I'd seen in my history book. It was a shame he didn't act like one. He choked back tears the whole way.

“It's not going to be that bad!” I blurted out, annoyed with the constant sniffling. “Look, we're related so we can kind of look out for each other. Grandma is sweet and there's lots to do. I stayed last summer.”

“You did?” Tom looked at me as if I'd suddenly become his savior.

“Yeah, and I know where there's some neat stuff...like old knives and things.”

“From the war?”

“The Civil War,” I said, relieved that I'd hooked him. We spent the rest of the way making plans. I told all kinds of tales, hoping that I'd make it sound so exciting that Tom would forget his homesickness. “We might even have a blackberry summer,” I whispered, as Jim drove the big, old Ford down the long dirt road that led to Grandma's farm.

“Is that good?” asked Tom, his blue eyes darting from me to the window.

“I'll tell you about it...when I think you're ready.” I wanted to keep his interest up and not spoil all the surprises awaiting him. I patted his hand when Grandma's big white house came into view. The house could look very foreboding to a less experienced eye.

The second day of our summer away from home was the beginning of our enlightenment. Grandma dismissed us after breakfast and told us to stay on her property. This wasn't a problem since her farm had sixty acres of fields, woods and meadow with a small stream that separated her place from the Horten farm. I led my cousin to the stream. I'd decided it would be to his advantage to know the story of the Horten clan. We sat on the bank and tossed rocks into the water. I could wait Tom out. He couldn't stand the silence for long. This was due to his having been born and raised in a city. The poor kid had never handled a toad or captured a green snake.

“Carol, aren't you afraid that something will get us?” Tom asked, his eyes focused on the water.

“Not me. If you're careful, you don't have to worry about bad things. That's why I made sure to find out what those other people were like.”

“Other people?” Tom's eyes darted around as he prepared himself for a fast getaway. I laughed because he looked so comical.

“There's this really strange family that lives about a mile over there.” I pointed towards the creek. “You cross here, walk up that hill and through the woods. The house sits in the middle of a valley. I went there last summer and it was a scary experience.”

“What could be scary about a neighbor's house?” Tom let himself relax since I'd said nothing bad about them.

“You have to see it for yourself,” I said. “The whole family is strange. They have animals all over the place...some are in cages, some are chained and others are kept in these awful pens. It stinks to high heaven! I was careful creeping over there 'cause Grandma had warned me that they could trap me and put me in a pen. I wasn't afraid until I saw him.”

“What did he look like?” Tom had eased himself closer to me. I knew I had him and it was time to tell the secret.

“You have to promise me that you'll keep what I tell you to yourself.”

“I swear I'll not tell a living soul.”

“If you do...they'll get you,” I said with just enough firmness to let him know I meant it

“Okay, I'll keep quiet.”

“Old man Horten looks like one of those cave men you see in the school books. He's real big with stringy hair and a beard that hangs down to his waist. He wears dirty clothes. The wind blew this way on that day I was spying on him and he smelled worse then those animals he keeps in those pens. I saw his wife and she was bigger then him. She didn't have a beard but they sure did look alike. They have a daughter...not much older then me. I felt sorry for her. She'd come out of the house and Horten said something to her. She must have given him the wrong answer because he started hitting her. She fell and he kicked her. Her mother came out and started hollering at her, too. She crawled around on the ground crying until Horten jerked her up and shoved her back into the house. I got out of there as fast as I could. They are mean people!”

“Wow,” said Tom, “I hope they didn't kill her!”

“I was wondering about that so the next day I went back to see. The daughter was out throwing stuff at the chickens. I think she's not right either.”

“If you were beat like that I don't think you'd be right,” Tom said with just a touch of sympathy.

“Well, I watched her go over to the rabbit cages, flip open the door and reach in. She grabbed up a bunny and rung it's neck. She even gutted it!”

“Yuck! That's horrible! The poor rabbit,” said Tom. He stood and threw a rock across the creek. “I don't like it when animals get hurt.”

“You best get over it, city boy,” I said, smiling. “In case you haven't noticed, you are staying at your Grandma's farm.”

“But you grow things...she doesn't have any farm animals.”

“She did a long time ago.”

“How would you know?”

“Because I asked her about it. Seeing the Horten's like that had made me wonder about Grandma. She told me that she didn't have the heart to raise animals to be killed.”

“I agree with her,” said Tom. “I think I'm going to eat only vegetables from now on.”

“That's a good one!” I sat on the bank and laughed.

“What's so funny about that?”

“Because,” I said, “plants are living things too!”

“Yeah, so what. At least they don't scream and bleed!”

“You're right,” I said, while standing and knocking the dirt off the back of my shorts. “Do you wanna see the graveyard?”

“Who's buried there?”

“Dead people,” I said. Tom was starting to annoy me. I knew he was new to all this but you'd think he would want to explore and check things out. I could tell by his expression that I'd hurt his feelings. “Tom, I'm sorry. I didn't mean to snap at you. Follow me and I'll show you the graves. It dates all the way back to the Civil War. I think it's full of slave graves.” I started walking off. I didn't need to look and see if Tom was following. He was making enough noise to wake the dead.

We followed a path that led away from the creek. The woods were mostly pines and, when the breeze came through, you could smell that sweet scent. The needles lay on the ground as thick as carpet. It felt cool to my bare feet. Tom wouldn't take his tennis shoes off. I knew that by summer's end he'd be walking around like an Indian. You have to toughen your feet up and that takes time. I tried explaining to him just how good it feels but he wasn't ready. He followed behind me and didn't utter a word. I listened to the birds and the toads that were going about their business. It's odd how quiet they get when we walk by. A thunderstorm last night had made the air damp and thick with a pungent, earthy smell. My grandmother describes it that way and, now that I'm older, I can understand how hard it is to tell someone else about this particular odor that only occurs after a thunderstorm.

We climbed up a hill and rested a few minutes. I listened for footsteps. I didn't want Horten tracking me. He made my skin crawl and I sensed that he could harm me. Tom was a nervous wreck. I couldn't decide if he was afraid of seeing the graves or afraid that some monster was in the woods. 

“You don't have to worry about monsters or the dead,” I whispered to him. “Grandma said the only thing we have to fear is evil people.”

“You said those people are evil,” answered Tom. “I know they're watching us. I can feel their eyes on me!”

“Hush up and listen.” We strained our ears but there were no footsteps. “Come on. We go down there and through those trees,” I said, pointing towards a small stand of hardwoods.

We made our way down and silently crept through the trees. Once through, we were in the graveyard. The sun made everything look cheery and not at all scary. Someone had recently trimmed around the graves. I wandered over to a stone angel and read the name chiseled underneath.

“What's it say?” asked Tom. He was standing beside me and I could tell that he wasn't afraid anymore. The darn place looked too much like a park.

“The child's name was Angel Morris...age ten when she died,” I said, feeling kind of sad. How could a child die? It didn't seem right and I doubted if our grandmother could explain it in such a way that we would understand. There's just some things that have no answers.

“It's awful when a kid dies,” Tom said, as if reading my thoughts. “I don't like to see anything die. Do you, Carol Lynn?”

“Of course not! Why would I want anything to die? Sometimes, Tom, you say the wrong things.”

“I'm sorry. I didn't mean to make you mad.”

“I know,” I answered with a sigh, letting my anger blow away, like the old leaves that were scattered along the path. “I guess we should head back. I don't want Grandma yelling for us. It stirs up the chickens. Besides, you and me are going to sneak out tonight and go toad hunting at Horten's pond.”

“Isn't that the big, ugly man we saw today?” I nodded yes and started back down the trail. “If it's on his property then we shouldn't go there.”

I didn't say anything and kept walking. Tom caught up to me and grabbed my arm. “Tom, I wouldn't take you there if I thought we'd get caught...or murdered!”

“That man scares me,” Tom whispered, as he let go of my arm.

“Don't worry about Horten. I have lots of secret places for us to hide that nobody in this whole county knows about. If you don't want to,” I added, before patting his head as if he were a baby, “I understand. It can be scary walking around after dark. I did it last summer by myself.”

“You went to the pond?” Tom asked, looking at me as if I was the bravest person he'd ever known.

“Yeah, it was really exciting,” I answered, as we walked towards the house. “I waited until Grandma was sound asleep. I could hear her snoring and once she starts that nothing can wake her. It was a warm, humid night. I worked up a sweat climbing out the window. I'd hid a flashlight behind the well. It took me about an hour to get to the pond. I had to go slow and watch out for snakes and skunks.”

“Did you see any?”

No. I saw deer, rabbits and a cow that had wandered out of the barn. You wouldn't believe the noise as I crept to the dock that hangs over the water. They say that if the toads and frogs keep talking you have Indian blood in you. I sat on the dock and watched the fireflies, the night crawlers and the frogs. Then it happened!”

“What?” Tom interrupted, his eyes dancing.

“They got real quiet,” I said. “I laid flat on the dock and listened. I watched the lantern approach...it must have been a camper's light. Anyway, it followed the path and went past the pond to the edge of the woods. Whoever it was dug a hole and put something that was still alive in it. I heard this faint whimper.”

“Was it a puppy? People are mean to puppies and kittens. My daddy drowned mine.”

“That's awful,” I said before patting his hand. “Parents can be such turds.”

“What was buried?” Tom asked, his mind back on the story.

“I don't know. I never got to see. I swear I thought he saw me, and his eyes were like red embers. I was so scared I ran all the way home and never looked back.”

“Do you think we will see something tonight.”

I didn't answer right away. The night was so cool and filled with sounds that you never hear in the daylight. It was times like these that I felt special. I was part of this big ol' world and, even though people made it ugly, nature still continued on. I got these thoughts often. My mind would look at things and, suddenly, I could understand what the wind was whispering. Mama said it was my overactive imagination but I knew it was part of being a child. I listened and watched for these hidden messages while grown folks just walked on. I hated the thought that I would grow up to become one of them. I shuddered and sat up.

We did not return to our secret place until the following week. As luck would have it, my grandmother's church was having a revival. Tom and I were forced to take baths and wear our best clothes. I had only one nice dress so my grandmother hunted around until she found me two used dresses.

“I am not wearing them,” I said while stamping my feet. This caused me much distress because the black shoes were a size too small. “They are not just used,” I cried, “but very used! What if the last owners had some dreaded disease! You could be killing me by making me wear them.”

“Well, you’ll be at church so I guess that's as good a place as any to die,” said Grandma. Tom had been watching this exchange from the sofa. When he heard this, he laughed so hard he rolled onto the floor. I promptly walked over and kicked him.

Reviews:

“Like the wild blackberries of my childhood summers, I found Blackberry Summer bittersweet.  And as I couldn’t stop eating the blackberries in my grandmother’s backyard, no matter the scratches, I couldn’t stop reading this novel.  My teenage son also read this book for review purposes, finding it compelling and thought provoking.  We both were impressed with Gail’s straightforward handling of violence and abuse, all the while tempering the negative with open-mindedness and compassion.”  Cindy Penn, Word Weaving

“A great short read in the style and voice of Harper Lee’s To Kill A Mockingbird.”  Sheila S. Hudson, Sharpwriter.com

“I recommend this one for ages 13 and up only!  It has mystery, excitement, danger, and many surprises!  I believe it especially great for teens!  Author, Gail Ylitalo, created a wonderful story that will remain in your memory long after you have finished reading it.”  Detra Fitch, Huntress Book Reviews

“Blackberry Summer is more than a scary adventure story. It is powerful, deeply troubling, and bittersweet…There is much goodness and love in Blackberry Summer but physical hardship, abuse, deceit, and death are present as well…The author tells her story simply and clearly, never flinching from the violent scenes but handling them delicately.” Ilene Sirocca, The Running River Reader

“…If you are interested in psychological truth, family secrets, and reflections, mixed with action, adventure and the unexpected, check out Blackberry Summer." B. Lynn Goodman, Inscriptions Magazine
