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INTRODUCTION 

 

The Supreme Court is not infallible. Sometimes they make rulings that are wickedly wrong. Such 

was the case in May 1927, when United States Supreme Court Chief Justice Oliver Wendell 

Holmes wrote a decision that empowered states to forcibly sterilize men and women. As a result 

of that case, Buck v. Bell, Carrie Buck, 21, was sterilized in October of that same year. The US 

would go on to sterilize an estimated 70,000 people (Cohen 2016).  Deemed “manifestly unfit” 

to parent, Carrie was labeled “feebleminded” and sterilized by the State of Virginia five months 

following the 8-1 Supreme Court decision. In the decision targeting Carrie Buck, Justice Holmes 

wrote: “Three generations of imbeciles are enough” (Lombardo 2008).   

Justice Holmes failed to consider that a lack of education does not equate to being 

feebleminded any more than being educated ensures that one is wise. Carrie was entrapped in a 

system that rendered her undereducated, and then imprisoned her for the education she was 

denied. At the time of the Supreme Court ruling, Carrie and her mother were incarcerated at the 

Virginia Colony for Epileptics and the Feebleminded.  

Compulsory sterilization, as granted under Buck v. Bell, remains law to this day. 

Although it is reported that Oregon (the state I live in) was the last to legally practice compulsory 

sterilization, there have been troubling accounts that some who do not understand the legal 

system, or their rights within that system, continue to be wrongly sterilized. In 2017, Tennessee 

Judge Sam Benningfield was reprimanded for offering defendants less jail time if they would 

agree to a vasectomy (Tamburin 2019). In 2020, Dawn Wooten, a nurse at the Irwin County 
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Detention Center in Ocilla, Georgia, filed a whistleblower’s complaint regarding the sterilization 

of undocumented immigrants. Following Wooten’s complaint, sixteen Irwin County detainees 

came forward to say they suffered from invasive gynecological medical surgeries and exams, 

including forced sterilizations (Harman 2021). These detainees reported being punished for 

speaking out, some of whom were then deported, and Wooten lost her job because of her 

whistleblower complaint.  

It was while reading an article about the latter incident that I began to learn about the 

history of compulsory sterilization in America. I was deeply disturbed by the account of sisters 

Minne Lee and Mary Alice Relf, who were sterilized in 1973 at the ages of 12 and 14 in 

Montgomery, Alabama, solely because they were black and from a poor family (Taylor 2021). 

Eventually, I traced their situation back to the story of Carrie Buck and our nation’s shameful 

devotion to Eugenics, the belief that there are “inheritable traits” that can form a superior race, 

and that race is white.    

I read numerous books about Carrie’s court case including Paul A. Lombardo’s Three 

Generations, No Imbeciles (Lombardo 2008). Lombardo was a young law student when he 

became interested in the wrongs done to Carrie. Today, he is considered the preeminent scholar 

on Carrie Buck. While others have studied Carrie Buck, many accept the narrative of the court, 

referring to Buck as “slow” or “mentally disabled,” some have resorted to the archaic “imbecile” 

or “feebleminded” narrative. It was Lombardo who chased down Carrie’s school records, and 

later, her hand-written letters, proving that Carrie Buck was quite capable of learning, and was, 

in fact, literate.  
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At age 17, Carrie became pregnant, delivered a daughter, and was then incarcerated to the 

Virginia Colony for Epileptics and Feebleminded. Lombardo, who interviewed Carrie weeks 

before her death, disputes the court’s assertion that Carrie was sexually promiscuous. Lombardo 

documented Carrie’s account that she was raped. Lombardo noted that it was the rapist’s aunt 

and uncle – Carrie’s foster parents – who had Carrie committed to the eugenics colony. Once she 

was committed, they claimed custody of her infant daughter. Carrie’s rapist suffered no legal 

consequences for his crime. Carrie, however, was confined to the eugenics colony until she was 

21, and she lived with the fear of being sent back to the colony for years to come. It was during 

her confinement that the sterilization case was brought before the Supreme Court. Five months 

following the 8-1 decision in favor of compulsory sterilization, Carrie underwent the knife.   

Carrie was a girl robbed of her mother, who grew to be a woman robbed of her daughter, 

and a mother robbed of the right to bear more children. What did she do with all the grief and 

pain of all those losses? How did she find the wherewithal to carry on? What was Carrie thinking 

and feeling as men made decisions about her life? Her daughter’s life? Her mother’s life? Who 

were the helpers in Carrie’s life? Did she have anyone to turn to when she was raped? Where is 

Carrie’s voice in all the stories told about her?   

At this time in history, when women’s reproductive rights are once again under attack by 

the courts, by men and women seeking to determine who should reproduce and when, Carrie’s 

story resonates powerfully. Lacking a diary, or her own writings on the matter, we can only 

imagine her struggles and how she coped. So that is what I have done in the following pages – 

created an imaginary account of Carrie’s life, while drawing from the various books written 

about Carrie and the court case, the handful of letters that Carrie penned, the brief interviews she 
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granted late in life, and the various newspaper and magazine articles written about Carrie’s 

plight.  

I’ve relied on research where it was available and where it is not, I turned to my 

imagination. There was a time when I, too, like Carrie was 17 and pregnant. I remember what a 

frightening and confusing time of life that was for me. It is from that well that I attempt to 

resurrect Carrie’s voice for present and future generations to hear. Denied the opportunity to 

speak for herself in life, I hope that this work will amplify her voice now.   
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CHA PTER ONE 
 

Carrie’s muteness marred her early on. Alice Dobbs figured it was on account of Carrie’s real 

momma being feeble-minded that the dark-haired child was rendered dumb, too. Carrie didn’t 

speak hardly one lick. Alice knew the girl couldn’t be a moron, seeing how Carrie seemed to 

understand every word Alice Dobbs, or her husband J. T., spoke to her. When told to go to put 

her shoes away, or finish eating her oatmeal, or to stop frowning so much, Carrie would do 

exactly as she was told. She complied with every spoken order.  

“She ain’t deaf that’s for dang sure,” Alice said, wiping her hands on a fraying apron as 

she eased back onto the porch swing. The house smelled of the collards and fried pork chops 

they’d eaten for supper. J.T. Dobbs was sitting on the stoop, smoking a cigarette he’d rolled 

himself. A red Prince Albert can clasped between his knees. One cigarette after supper wouldn’t 

be enough; he’d roll the next one while the first one dangled from his chapped lips. J.T. had the 

roughest lips and hands due to his work outside. Alice Dobbs never said but she hated the way 

the tips of his fingers and his lips felt like sandpaper against her skin. What was the point of 

saying anything? It wasn’t like J.T. cared how she felt. Never once in all their years together had 

J.T. even asked her permission to climb atop her. It didn’t even matter to him if she was having 

her monthlies. Whatever J.T. Dobbs wanted J.T. Dobbs got. That’s how they ended up with 

Carrie in the first place.  

“You ignoring me?” Alice asked, when he didn’t reply to her earlier comment. 

“I heard you. You’re right, the child ain’t deaf.” 
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He’d uttered Alice’s favorite words: “You’re right.” J.T. was loathe to tell anyone they 

were right about something, especially his woman. Telling a wife she was right about anything 

was sure to give her a big head and make her even more troublesome to live with. Truth was J.T. 

didn’t care much for women, except for all the ways in which they could pleasure him, like that 

meal Alice had fixed for supper. He’d enjoyed that, not that he’d say so, but no matter, Alice was 

accustomed to her husband’s ways. Hadn’t she promised to cherish him, to obey him, come what 

may? She wasn’t about to turn her back on her vow before God, not now, and not ever. Even if it 

meant raising up a child borne of another woman’s womb. And a dumb child at that.   

Nearly every adult in her young life mistook Carrie’s silence as a sign of stupidity. The 

way adults fussed over her muteness mostly amused the girl. It was like a secret she kept with 

herself. Carrie knew she could talk if she wanted to; she just didn’t want to. Besides, she never 

felt like it was her job to correct the wrongheadedness of the adults in her life. Hadn’t she been 

taught it was impolite to correct her elders? Doing so would surely have earned her a backhand 

across her mouth from Mrs. Dobbs, or worse. She was content to let folks go right on thinking 

she was dumb as a cabbage. Silence was the shawl Carrie wrapped herself in whenever she felt 

unwanted, which was far more often than any being ever ought to.  

It don’t take words to tell a child what a burden they are but that didn’t dissuade Alice. 

From the time her mister dropped Carrie at their home, Alice Dobbs told everybody within 

earshot that it was because of her Christian duty as a wife that she “kept that stupid child 

around.”  She’d circled that day on her drugstore calendar – October 1, 1910 – and not just 

because her mister brought her a strange woman’s child to see after, but because her neighbor 

Miss Echols had pounded on her back door sometime around noon, a hollering and crying and 
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carrying on something fierce. Alice sat her neighbor down at the kitchen table and poured her a 

glass of cold water as Miss Echols sputtered that her brother had been killed out in California. A 

bomb had gone off at the newspaper where he’d worked, The Los Angeles Times, and killed 

dozens and dozens of people.  

Alice was a praying woman, but she preferred the traumas of life to be doled out a day at 

a time, not bunched up all together.  She’d done her best to comfort Miss Echols, but even good 

Christians like Alice Dobbs were often at a loss for words when confronted with the evils of the 

world. Her Christian faith was a source of great pride, and she wore it outwardly, like the ribbon 

she’d earned at the fair for her sparkling jars of raspberry jam. Jesus was the most important man 

in her life, and Alice marked the days when she would be able to meet him face-to-face. 

Whenever she gave her testimony at church, Alice Dobbs would testify that she couldn’t wait to 

hear Jesus whisper the words: “Well done, my good and faithful servant.”  

It wouldn’t be humble to say it aloud, but Alice knew that among all the women at Mill 

Baptist, she was the most righteous. The other women knew it, too. There wasn’t a woman 

among them who would have opened their home to a childlike Carrie. They told Alice she was 

an absolute saint for putting up with that wild hair of a husband of hers, expecting her to take in 

another woman’s child the way she done.   

That J.T. held himself in high regard was understood by all who knew him. He thought 

himself more handsome than a fellow with a jaw angled like a maul ought to have. True, he was 

slim of waist and broad of shoulder and could be deceptively eye-catching in dim lighting, but 

even J.T. was keenly aware that he was not swoon-worthy like Anton Chekov or Thomas Edison. 
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Still, he had steady work during a time when it was difficult to come by. Money can make the 

dullest man appear appealing.  

J.T. worked on the maintenance crew for Charlottesville’s streetcars. The job didn’t pay 

much better than tending the equipment at the textile mill, but as J.T. liked to remind others, city 

jobs were few and harder to get than a mill job. J.T. never was one to miss out on putting other 

folks down. He liked the feeling that demeaning folks gave him, as if he were a puffer fish whose 

ability to expand depended entirely upon his diminishment of another. And as with his wife 

Alice, he took pains to lead an exemplary Christian life, at least as far as outward appearances 

went.  

It was at his job that J.T.  first encountered Carrie Buck’s birth momma, Emma Buck. His 

supervisor, Ernie Lydick, gave him a sharp elbow jab as Emma walked past the maintenance 

shop one early afternoon in 1896.  J.T. remembered the year because he’d gotten the job in 

January of that same year after the fella who previously held the position fell ill with the pox 

after taking a trip to see family in Alabama. Lydick told J.T. how the local cops had come to the 

shop and handcuffed the poor fellow and carted him off somewhere. It was only later that they 

told Lydick that his employee had the pox and had refused to quarantine. They not only arrested 

the fellow, but Lydick heard they’d forcibly inoculated him, too. Lydick didn’t care what 

happened to his co-worker since the fool man had put everybody he came into contact with at 

risk for the deadly smallpox.  

“You see that gal over there?” Ernie Lydick asked, nodding his head toward the girl with 

the long dark braid slapping against her hiney with every spirited step.  
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“Yeah,” J.T. replied. “Kinda hard to miss, ain’t she?” Most women wore their hair pinned 

up underneath a straw hat, unless it was a Sunday, then they wore more elaborate bonnets, 

decorated with brightly colored feathers or bows. Only very young girls ran around in braids, but 

from the size of the gal’s bouncing breasts, J.T. figured her to be older. 

“That’s Emma Buck,” Ernie said. “She’s a really good fuck.” He stated it plainly, without 

laughter or a hint of bemusement. It was as if he were describing some scientific fact he’d read 

about a grasshopper.   

“How would you know?” J.T. asked. He took a rag from his bib pocket and used it to 

wipe off the screwdriver he’d been using, before shoving it back in his toolbelt. He’d grown 

accustomed to his boss’s crass talk. It was one of the things he enjoyed most about Lydick. The 

man didn’t have any compunction about speaking whatever he was thinking. The thing was that 

Lydick rarely thought of anything other than eating, fucking, drinking and sleeping. Lydick liked 

to have a good time and he liked to brag about it. He’d share the most intimate details of his 

sexual forays with anybody at work or at the tavern who would listen, and J. T. was always keen 

to indulge his boss. He’d even picked up a few tips from Lydick that he’d coerced Alice into 

trying, much to his own pleasure.   

“Let’s just say I know her,” Lydick said. He sprayed cleaner on the chrome railing of the 

streetcar and gave it a good scrubbing. “Damn kids have the stickiest paws.” 

“In the Biblical way?” J.T. asked. He folded his rag into a neat square and wiped down 

the trolley’s steering wheel.  

“Yeah,” Lydick said. “For a dollar Emma will do whatever makes you happy and come 

back for more.”  
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“My kind of woman,” J.T. said. Looking through the wide expanse of the trolley’s 

windshield, he watched Emma’s long braid slap her firm backside with every step she took. He 

imagined himself slapping up against her naked backside, wondered if she would find it as 

pleasurable as he envisioned.  

Emma couldn’t tell what Ernie Lydick was telling the tall fella as she strode past, but she 

knew whatever he was saying it was something ugly about her. She’d seen the two men watching 

her and heard them chattering excitedly in that way of men saying something nasty do. Lowering 

her eyes, she studied the wooden boards beneath her shoes. Earlier that day, she’d pulled on the 

only good pair of shoes she owned, hand-me-downs from her landlord. They pinched her toes so 

tight the littlest toe overlapped the one next to it. Whenever she wore those shoes, Emma seemed 

to be in a hurry. It was if she were rushing to some important event and had no time to spare, but 

truth was she was looking to get to the next spot where she could sit down and get off her aching 

feet.  

Emma was grateful Miss Mora had seen fit to give her a pair of shoes, since she couldn’t 

afford to buy her own. She’d plum wore out the heels on her only other pair. She’d tried gluing 

the soles to keep them from flapping but that was only good for about half-an-hour of wear. 

There weren’t many jobs that let a person work barefoot. Maybe in Florida, but not in Virginia. 

And Emma was in sore need of a job, which is why she’d slipped into her only good shoes and 

headed into town. Miss Mora told her a new diner was opening on Main Street near the hardware 

store, and they had a Help Wanted sign in the window. Miss Mora wasn’t too sure what kind of 

help they might need. Emma was hoping it would be washing dishes or cooking. She could do 

those things good as anybody, but if they needed somebody to take orders or run the cash 
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register, Emma would have to pass. She couldn’t write well and got discombobulated whenever 

she had to count money. 

The walk from Vinegar Hill had taken longer than Emma planned, partly on account of 

the shoes and partly because she hadn’t gotten out of the house earlier. She hoped to arrive by 

two o’clock but here it was half-past. Miss Mora told her not to arrive during the lunch hour 

because they’d be too busy to talk. As she approached the hardware store, Emma ran her hand 

over the front of her dress, checking to make sure no buttons had popped open in her rush. Road 

dust powdered her shoes and the hem of her yellow dress. It was faded now, but when it was 

new, it was a butter color that set off Emma’s chestnut-hued hair and eyes black as beans. When 

she was a little girl, people would often remark about how much she favored her momma. Emma 

supposed maybe she did, but such similarities were lost to her. Emma had no memories of the 

mother who died giving birth to her. What little Emma knew of the woman folks called “Addie,” 

she’d learned from Miss Mora.  

Miss Mora was with Addie Harlow when she exhaled her last breath. All her life, Emma 

heard how it had been Miss Mora who sung her momma to heaven.  Everyone in Vinegar Hill 

knew Miss Mora. She was the howdie they called for when babies needed birthing; the 

intercessor whenever loved ones fell ill or plain mean. Mora was the cook they called upon 

whenever there was a celebration of any sort, and the advisor they sought out when dealing with 

the misbehaving. Miss Mora was one of the few women in Vinegar Hill who owned her own 

home, a fine two-story house with a wide front porch that wrapped around the front. Located on 

a corner lot on Sixth Street, Miss Mora kept the house and lush yard pristine. Each Spring the 

ancient dogwood shading the southside of the white house dropped pink lace doilies over the 

green lawn. Miss Mora told Emma it was hard to believe something that could produce such 
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delicate beauty could also have borne the cruelty of Jesus crucified. But it didn’t surprise Emma 

at all: a child borne on the day her momma dies grows up knowing how two-faced life can be.         

Addie Harlow had risen early that final morning of her life. She and Richard were 

spending their first Thanksgiving Day together as husband and wife. Their wedding in January 

had been a small affair. Now here she was swollen with child and eager to make the holiday 

memorable. A few weeks earlier President Grant had issued a proclamation urging people across 

the nation to celebrate Thanksgiving. Richard had opened the The Weekly Chronicle and read the 

president’s words aloud:  

 I recommend that on Thursday, the 28th day of November next, the people meet in their 

respective places of worship and there make their acknowledgments to God for His 

kindness and bounty. In witness whereof I have hereunto set my hand and caused the seal 

of the United States to be affixed. Done at the city of Washington, this 11th day of 

October, A. D. 1872, and of the Independence of the United States the ninety-seventh. - 

U. S. GRANT. 

Richard wanted to invite his siblings for the holiday meal, but Addie didn’t think she 

could handle entertaining that many people in her condition. She pulled on her housecoat and 

shuffled to the sitting room and pulled back the curtains to let in the morning light. Grabbing a 

piece of kindling from the wood box, she tossed it into what was left of the prior night’s embers. 

Blinking against the heat, she turned her face away as the dry wood caught flame. She threw on a 

larger piece, then reached up and turned the damper all the way open. Addie liked the smell of 

hickory burning, but she did not want that smoke coming down the flue and filling the house. 
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She’d have the house warmed up soon. By the time Richard came out of the bedroom carrying 

her chamber pot, she’d already fed the chickens and peeled the potatoes.  

“Good morning, love,” he said. He slid past her to the back door, where he grabbed his 

boots and jacket. Tromping across the frosted grass to the outhouse, he emptied Addie’s pot, then 

relieved himself. Ten months earlier as he’d stood before the preacher and recited his vows, it 

never occurred to Richard then that he’d be emptying his wife’s chamber pot. What 20-year-old 

thinks of such things when marrying? It hadn’t occurred to Addie either, even though she was 

older and more familiar with the way of married folks. She never asked him to mind her chamber 

pot, but as the child within her grew, she was grateful to have a husband who saw fit to look after 

her in such a practical way.  

Richard left the pot on the bottom step. He’d come back and rinse it out later. The screen 

door slapped behind him. He pulled off his jacket and hung it from the nail. The jacket had been 

handed down to him from his grandfather. His momma had passed it on to him after the funeral, 

telling him to take it cause “Papaw won’t be needing it no more.” Richard was 16 at the time and 

utterly devastated by the old man’s death. The jacket was stained with the blood of the first deer 

Richard had killed and gutted on a hunt with his Papaw. Richard recalled how Papaw had been 

frustrated with him for rushing to gut the deer, smattering blood all over the both of them.  

At the time, the 12-year-old boy had been humiliated to have upset his grandfather, but 

now, the stains evoked the memory of time in the woods with the man he loved better than any 

other and who had loved him equally as well. He wished his Papaw had lived long enough to 

welcome Richard’s own baby child into the world. Dipping his hands into the lukewarm washing 

water, he gave them a good scrubbing.  
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“House sure smells good,” he said, drying his hands on a towel that hung over the 

cupboard door. Addie paused from chopping onion and raised her lips to his. Bending his head to 

hers, Richard kissed her, tenderly. He cupped his hands around their unborn child and drew 

Addie back to his chest. “Do you hear that?”  

“Hear what?” Addie asked. Her hands wet with onion seepage.  

“My heart. It’s about to burst wide open,” Richard said. “I’ve never been more grateful 

for my life than I am right now.”  

Addie put down the knife, wiped her hands on her apron, and placed them over her 

husband’s. “I know,” she said. “Me, too. When I got up this morning and opened the curtains, 

the baby flopped about like it was doing a cartwheel. It was as if it knew this was a holiday to 

celebrate. I thought of the Scripture: ‘My heart leaps with joy.’ That’s what the baby was doing – 

leaping about.”  

“Leaping? Maybe we are having a frog instead of a baby.”  

“Oh, Richard!” Addie said, turning to face him. “You better get on outta here if you want 

to eat before dark.”  

“Before dark? I was kind of hoping to get some breakfast first.”  

Addie pointed to two pumpkin pies sitting on the wood counter. “Why don’t you cut 

yourself a piece of pie? I made you a pot of coffee.” She nodded toward the iron stove, where a 

kettle was warming. Richard poured a cup of coffee, then took one of the pies to the dining table. 

He didn’t bother cutting a slice. Addie cut her eyes at Richard as he shot her a boyish grin, 

daring her to stop him.   
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Addie scooped the onions she’d chopped and dropped them into a bowl. She cracked two 

eggs she had fetched earlier from the hens and added those. The cornbread she’d made the day 

before was still in the cast iron pan, she’d cooked it in. Slicing the cornbread into wedges, she 

began crumbling them into the mixture. She didn’t need a recipe to make her mother’s cornbread 

dressing. She’d learned to make it the same way she’d learned to cook most things – by being a 

keen observer. From the time she could hold a wooden spoon, Addie was her mother’s kitchen 

helper.  

After she had mixed the dressing, Addie reached for the cast iron pan she’d used to cook 

the cornbread in. She intended to give it a good wiping with lard before pouring the dressing in 

to cook. But when she lifted the pan, a cramp hit her something fierce.  

BAM! 

The cast iron pan dropped to the floor, along with what appeared to be Addie’s innards.  

“OHMYGOD! OHMYGOD!” Addie cried. She looked at the puddle under her feet and 

grabbed up her skirt. She saw a blood and water mixture gushing down her legs. “What have I 

done?” Addie looked up at Richard who had jumped up from the table and was running towards 

her. He saw her eyes filled with fright. Seeing her standing in a pool of bright red blood, Richard 

was equally as terrified. He wanted to tell Addie this was completely normal, but he'd worked his 

daddy’s farm since he was a young boy. He’d seen plenty of animals birthed. Bright red blood 

gushing was never a good sign. “It’s alright. Everything is going to be okay,” he lied as best he 

could.   

Richard carefully led Addie back to their bed. The initial cramp had passed but another 

followed as they reached the entry to their bedroom. Addie grabbed hold of the doorframe with 
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one hand and Richard with the other. Richard smoothed his wife’s hair back from her face. She 

was sopped in sweat.  Graham, the family cat, was asleep on the unmade bed.  

“Shoo! Off!” Richard ordered.  

Startled, Graham jumped to the floor. Richard eased Addie onto the bed, untied her apron 

and removed it. Then he removed her bloodied house slippers and lifted her feet to the bed.  

Leaning back onto the pillows, Addie said, “You need to go get Mora.”  

“Right now?” Richard didn’t want to say it out loud, but he was afraid to leave Addie 

alone.  

“Yes,” she replied. “Right now. You can ask Mrs. O’Connor to come stay with me until 

you return.” Martha O’Connor lived next door, but she was ninety-four, hard of hearing and 

seeing. She was thin as river reed and looked as though a gentle breeze would break her in half. 

What good could she do if something went awry while he was fetching Mora? But Richard did 

as he was told.  

Once he helped Addie into a nightgown more suitable for birthing babies, he kissed her 

on the forehead and assured her he would hurry back with Mora. Before he left, Addie asked him 

to bring her a towel, which she placed between her thighs, to help stanch the flow of blood. Now 

that she was lying on her back, the bleeding had slowed some. That eased both their worries a 

mite. Mrs. O’Connor arrived shortly afterwards. She pulled a chair up close to the bed and told 

Addie she would stay right there until Richard returned. 

Mrs. O’Connor didn’t let on to Addie or Richard, but she had a sense that none of this 

was going to turn out well. Mrs. O’Connor had lost four babies. That last one had been the 
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hardest because she’d carried him the entire nine months. The others hadn’t made it past four 

months. Her pregnancy had gone by quickly and she’d marveled over every moment of it, from 

that very first kick to the last, about a week before her Joe was born. Her labor had been long, 

through one day unto the next morning, but not in a worrisome way. She pushed her baby boy 

out with wide-eyed anticipation, but Joseph Wain O’Connor never drew one breath. As she 

cradled her lifeless infant son to her breast, Mrs. O’Connor had wondered: “Could there be a 

more fitting name than stillborn?” 

Rocking back and forth at Addie’s bedside now, she prayed for Richard to return soon 

with the midwife. Mrs. O’Connor didn’t think her heart could bear it if Addie’s baby was born 

dead, too. When you live as long as Mrs. O’Connor, you make a certain peace with death. Dying 

is the lease one pays for living, for taking up room and borrowing against all of earth’s gifts. But 

even if she lived another 20 years, Mrs. O’Connor knew she would never be able to reconcile the 

death of a baby. What kind of world sacrifices its newborns?  

Addie turned from her back to her side, moaning under the pressure of yet another 

contraction. “Dear God,” she cried out.  

Mrs. O’Connor wasn’t sure whether Addie was crying or praying but she decided she’d 

join her: “Yes, Lord, please help us to ever be mindful of your everlasting goodness. And if you 

would, please bring Miss Mora here before the baby arrives.”  

She needn’t have worried. Richard and Mora arrived within the next five minutes, but 

Baby Harlow didn’t arrive until shortly after nine o’clock that night. The couple’s Thanksgiving 

meal sat out on the counter, forgotten and mostly uncooked apart from the biscuits, which 

Richard cooked himself when hunger struck him late in the afternoon. He sent some of the meal 
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home with Mrs. O’Connor as a thank you and covered the rest with linen towels. Richard’s 

Uncle Gaines served with the 25th Infantry dguring the War Between the States and in recounting 

the stories from his service, Uncle Gaines said, “They say war is hell, but they never tell you war 

is boring as hell.” Richard thought a woman in labor must be akin to a man on the battlefront. 

Things could get deadly any moment but there was plenty of sitting around and waiting during 

the in-between times.  

Addie relaxed once Mora arrived. At 19, Mora possessed a sereneness that defied her 

young age. No matter how tense a birthing situation, Mora retained a sense of control and calm. 

She learned her howdie skills from her mum, who had learned them from her mum. Miss Mora 

was eight the first time she assisted her mum in delivering a bairn. By the time she was fifteen, 

Mora was delivering bairns on her own throughout her hometown in Scotland.  Even the women 

living in Charlottesville’s big houses, who could afford fancy doctors with medical degrees from 

Yankee schools, called for Miss Mora first. They trusted her, to be sure, but in hushed tones at 

church suppers and around watering holes in the summer they remarked most often about Miss 

Mora’s small hands and how beneficial their size was when an infant needed help making an 

entrance in the world.  

Mora was glad to see the bleeding that had prompted Mr. Harlow to take her away from 

her family on Thanksgiving had stemmed somewhat. She didn’t let on, but she knew the 

brightness of the blood was not a good sign. She stayed at Addie’s bedside throughout the 

laboring, never leaving her for even a moment.  Richard brought her a cup of fresh coffee and a 

piece of the pumpkin pie he’d sliced earlier. Mora was appreciative of the coffee and drank it, 

but she never touched the pie. She couldn’t eat in front of a woman laboring. That didn’t seem 

right. Not that Addie would have noticed. Between contractions, which were as irregular as any 
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Mora had ever witnessed, Addie slept. Not a light sleep either, but the kind of sleep soldiers got 

when laudanum was administered. That worried Mora. She’d never seen a woman in the middle 

of labor lapse into such deep sleep. Mora was grateful when the contractions grew stronger and 

more regular, keeping Addie awake.  

“Won’t be lang noo, ma’am,” Mora said, reassuring Addie who was clammy from head 

to foot from all the work. She wet a cloth and put the coolness of it to Addie’s forehead, then her 

flushed cheeks. “There’s a reason thay ca' it labor. Me maw said 'twas lik' pushing a 

wheelbarrow stowed of coal uphill,” Mora said. Mentally she was counting the breaths Addie 

was taking. She’d opened the door and hollered for Richard to come on, hurry. 

Addie didn’t have to push more than three or four times before a crown of thick dark hair 

arrived in the birthing chute. Mora instructed Richard to cup his hands as she helped ease the 

wee bairn right into them. Once the infant was out of the canal completely, she unwrapped the 

cord from between its legs and announced, “Oor, ye git yersel' a bonnie lassie!” Then cutting and 

tying off the cord, she handed the bairn to Richard who passed her off to Addie.  

Drawing her daughter to her breast, Addie said, “Welcome to the world Emma Adeline.” 

It was a name she and Richard had settled on, naming her after the grandmothers who had loved 

them so well. Holding her infant’s hand in hers, Addie looked at Richard who was leaning over 

her and Emma. “She’s lovely,” he said. He marveled over the infant’s tiny fingernails.    

Mora, who had been quietly cleaning up the afterbirth, noticed a new gush of bright red 

blood. Addie was so taken with her daughter she barely noticed. “Mr. Harlow,” Mora said, 

“Cannae ye tak' Emma tae th' other room. Keep her near th’ heat. Ah have tae tend tae some 

women matters.” One of Mora’s braids fell onto her forehead. She pushed it back underneath her 
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hair net. Addie leaned back on the pillow. Her formerly flushed face gone pale. She could feel 

the warmth between her legs, seeping underneath her thighs. She gave her daughter one more 

snuggle and handed Emma over to Richard, who took her and left the room. Mora shut the door 

behind him and grabbed some fresh towels from atop the dresser. She moved the lantern from 

the bedside table to the dresser. Mora had seen the steady river of red flowing. Addie’s limbs had 

gone so white they were almost transparent. Her hands and feet were ice cold.  Addie fell into a 

deep sleep. Mora knew it would be one from which she would never awaken.  

As skilled as she was, Mora didn’t possess the power to stop the hemorrhaging. She 

continued to change out the towels that were soaked in blood. She straightened the covers and 

tried to keep Addie warm, even as she herself shivered against the room’s cold. Pulling on the 

sweater she had removed upon arriving Mora sat at Addie’s bedside and sang her to Jesus:  Soon 

I’ll be dane wi' th' troubles o' th' world; I’m gaun hame tae bide wi' God. Na mair weeping 'n' 

a’wailing. Na mair troubles o' this world, I’m gaun hame tae bide wi' God.” 

On the other side of the door, Richard sat in dark, save for the glowing heat from the 

burning coal. He could hear Mora’s singing and knew what it meant. Dropping his head to the 

black curls of his newborn daughter, Richard wept. “Just you and me now, Babe girl. Just the 

two of us.” 
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CHA PTER TWO  

 

J. T. couldn’t afford for locals to think the girl child was being mistreated, even though 

he agreed with Alice – the child was marred. Carrie was dumb as a donkey and twice as 

stubborn. Maybe if she had been born a boy, her feeble mind might not have mattered much. A 

boy with brute strength could be a useful thing to have around. Who cared if a boy could speak 

as long as he could load and unload a wagon when ordered to?  But a mute girl was a quare 

thing.  J.T. Dobbs had it in mind that Carrie might very well be some sort of demonic spook sent 

to punish him. He wished he’d known all that before he and the missus agreed to take the girl in.  

Here he was thinking all that time he was doing the Christian thing when it may very well 

have been a pre-ordained thing all along. Somedays J.T. wondered if God was mocking him, 

setting him up on account of the things he did with the girl’s momma, Emma. Alice didn’t know 

about any of those things, and it was J.T.’s intention that she’d go to her grave never knowing. 

He’d fell out of love with Alice years ago, shortly after their daughter Effie died. He hadn’t 

meant to quit loving her. Does anybody ever intend such a thing?  

He'd fallen hard for her at first. A cousin introduced the two of them downtown one 

Saturday afternoon. Alice was on her way to meet her mom, and J.T. was finishing up a lunch 

break. She was smartly dressed in a navy frock cinched tightly, highlighting her taut waist and 

ample bosom. She had on matching gloves and button-up boots. Her auburn hair was pinned up 

so that natural curls fell around the crown of her head in a sassy fashion, like a hat askew. But 

what really captured J.T. were her eyes. They were the blue of a morning sky in May, piercingly 
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brilliant. He could not quit staring at her even though he knew it was forward of him. She was 

only 17 and he was practically middle-aged at 33.  

If only Alice had stayed that girl, perhaps J.T. could love her as he did then. But Effie’s 

death had changed her. It had changed J.T., too, but it was easier to blame Alice for all that went 

wrong than to admit to any wrongdoing on his part. It was nearly a year after Effie’s death before 

Alice welcomed J.T. back into her bed, into her arms. Alice may have suspected, but J.T. never 

confirmed that he’d been seeking his pleasures elsewhere. He told himself he was doing her a 

favor, letting her cry herself to sleep, letting her wallow in her grief. For 23 days, Effie had been 

the center of their world. When she died, inexplicably, their world fell apart. They would go on 

to live as husband and wife, go on to have other children, even go on to lose other children, but 

nothing was ever the same again after Effie’s death. That unvarnished hope in all things good 

that the young seem to possess was gone.  

Looking at her now, sitting in the porch swing, J.T. wished he felt nothing towards her. 

Feeling nothing would be preferable to loathing her, which, if he were being honest with himself, 

he did. Alice manifested all the disappointments of their life together. Ever since they’d taken in 

Emma’s girl, Alice was in a perpetual state of mad. He’d come home from work early and found 

Carrie tied to a tree in the backyard, wearing nothing but her panties. Fire ants crawled up her 

legs, leaving welts in their wake. The ten-year-old had peed on herself but she wasn’t wailing. 

Her chin rested on her naked chest, and she was weeping ever so softly.  

“What the hell is going on?” J.T. asked as he stormed into the house, after first untying 

the child.  



Karen Spears Zacharias   A Soul to Save 

 25 

From where she was at the kitchen table, Alice could see J.T. a’coming, but she went 

right on wiping down the jars of peaches she’d been canning that afternoon. She didn’t even look  
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 up when the screen door slammed behind him. Carrie stayed on the other side of the door, 

standing on the stoop, unsure of what she was supposed to do now.  

“You want to tell me what this is all about?” J.T. demanded. His neck was flushed. Sweat 

beaded on his forehead. He wanted to snatch Alice up by her hair and knock some sense into her, 

but he restrained himself. He was keenly aware there was a child standing beyond the door 

watching him.  

Without even so much as a glance his way, Alice responded, “She was misbehaving.” 

Alice turned her back to J.T. and folded the damp rag over the cupboard door to dry.  

“Misbehaving? What could Carrie have done that would cause you to tie her up to a tree 

like a yard dog?”  

“Don’t be coming in here yelling at me,” Alice retorted. Turning to face J.T. now, she 

tore into him, “You are the one who brought that demon child into this house. I never wanted her 

here in the first place. Something is wrong with that child. No wonder her momma gave her 

away!”  

J.T. looked back over his shoulder at Carrie. It was clear she was terrified to say or do 

anything, but she wasn’t crying anymore. She was still as stone. J.T. got right up in Alice’s face, 

almost nose to nose, and through gritted teeth, demanded of her: “What is wrong with you, 

woman? Speaking about a child in front of her like that? She’s a child for Christ’s sake, but she 

knows exactly what you are saying!”  
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“I don’t give a shit!” Alice spit out the words. “She’s not my child. She’s some whore’s 

child!”  

J.T. hauled off and slapped Alice across the face. He couldn’t help it. What she said about 

Emma was uncalled for, and he couldn’t tolerate anybody saying such hateful things about a 

child. No child should ever be told they are unwanted. Children can’t help the circumstances to 

which they are born. They don’t pick their parents.  

Alice’s hand went to her face, and she bolted from the kitchen, “You are going to burn in 

hell for this, J.T.!”  

J.T. figured she might be right about that, and so much more, but at that moment he 

didn’t really care much about eternal damnation. Opening the screen door, he took Carrie by the 

hand and sat her on the kitchen counter.  Taking a clean rag from the drawer, he washed Carrie’s 

face, then her hands, and lastly, and more gently, he washed her legs which were eat up with fire 

ant bites. Slicing up a cucumber he placed the coolness against the bites.  

“How’s that feel?” he asked. “Better?”  

Carrie looked up through her thick lashes and nodded.  

After some of the redness went away, J.T. dabbed the bites with honey. “Have you had 

anything to drink?”  

Carrie shook her head.  

He handed her a dipper of water. She drank it all down, hurriedly, then handed it back to 

him. Once he was sure Carrie was hydrated, and her legs tended to, J.T. cut up a peach and fed 



Karen Spears Zacharias   A Soul to Save 

 28 

the child. He guessed from the way Carrie devoured the peach, skin and all that she hadn’t eaten 

all day. At least not since breakfast. He noticed the rope burns on her belly and around her wrist.  
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Then it occurred to J.T. that Alice had never said what Carrie had done that prompted her 

to tie the child to a tree in the first place.  

J.T. figured it didn’t really matter though. What could Alice possibly tell him that would 

have justified what she’d done to that poor child? One thing was clear to J.T., Alice had set a 

course for the child that would lead to destruction – either theirs’s or the child’s. Maybe both.  
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CHA PTER THREE  

 

Mrs. Sullivan noticed the fleshy pink scars on the fifth-grader’s wrist. Carrie Buck was 

not the first nor the only child to show up in her class with signs of physical abuse. As horrifying 

as it was to her, Mrs. Sullivan understood that abuse was all too common among the community 

where she taught. Many parents looked upon children as property; theirs to do with as they 

pleased.  

She had been at Venable Elementary School long enough to hear the gossip about 

Carrie’s family. During lunch hour the other teachers spoke about how the Dobbses mistreated 

the girl.  

“She doesn’t even call them mom or dad,” noted Miss Patsy. She had been Carrie’s first-

grade teacher.  

“What does she call them?” Mrs. Sullivan asked.  

“Alice Dobbs once told me that ever since Carrie came into their home, she’s never 

referred to them by any other names than Mr. and Mrs. Dobbs.”  

“And that was her choice?” Mrs. Sullivan asked. She had never heard Carrie refer to her 

foster parents as mom or dad, but she had heard Carrie refer to them by their first names. She 

carried her plate to the sink, where she commenced to washing it. Mrs. Sullivan always brought 

the same thing for lunch every day – a boiled egg, apple slices, cuts of cheese, a biscuit and tea 

bag for a cup of hot tea. She was the only teacher who drank tea instead of coffee.  
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“I don’t know for sure,” Miss Patsy replied, “but I suspect it’s because that’s what Alice 

Dobbs insisted upon. I don’t think she ever wanted that child to come live with them. I think it 

was his idea from the get-go. She treats Carrie like she’s the hired help not a daughter.”  

“Do you know how she got those scars on her wrists? She always messing with them,” 

Mrs. Sullivan asked.   

Miss Patsy cut her eyes at Mrs. Creech, the school secretary who was crushing out her 

cigarette butt into the ashtray. “Those scars were there before she started school here,” Mrs. 

Creech said. She picked a fleck of tobacco from the tip of her tongue.  

Something about that glance between the two led Mrs. Sullivan to believe they knew 

more than they were saying. She turned to look directly at Mrs. Creech.  

“Soooo, do you know how she got ‘em?” she asked. 

“Only by hearsay,” Mrs. Creech confirmed. She pulled a mint from her purse and popped 

it into her mouth. “A friend of mine was a neighbor of Dobbses. She swears that Mrs. Dobbs 

used to tie Carrie up to a tree in the backyard whenever she got upset with the child. Maybe the 

scars are from that? I can’t be sure, though.”  

Mrs. Sullivan shook her head in disgust. Of all the things. She knew Mr. Dobbs was 

considered a good Christian man by those he attended church with, and among those he worked 

alongside he was regarded as a hard worker, but among the school staff, he was a man feared. 

None of the teachers dared to question him or Alice Dobbs about suspected abuse for fear of 

what that might mean for Carrie.   
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Carrie did have a bad habit of running forefingers over the scars. It might not make good 

sense to Mrs. Sullivan, or anyone else, if she tried to explain it, but Carrie liked the pink ridges 

braiding her wrists. They were a reminder that as awful as Mrs. Dobbs was to have tied her up to 

a tree, it was one of few times she could recall Mr. Dobbs being kind to her, sticking up for her 

even. She wasn’t sure whether Mr. Dobbs came at Mrs. Dobbs because of what she’d done to 

Carrie, or whether he was just in a mood to strike out at somebody. Mr. Dobbs was not a pleasant 

man at home.  

Carrie seen the way Mr. Dobbs would knock Mrs. Dobbs around, sometimes for no cause 

at all. Mrs. Dobbs might cuss him, but she never hit back. She’d stand there and let him wail on 

her if the milk gravy was too lumpy or if the dining table wobbled. Carrie didn’t feel sorry for 

Mrs. Dobbs exactly, but she did feel a kinship with her. Carrie understood that kids don’t have 

any power against adults who beat on them, but she couldn’t figure out why a grown woman 

would put up with a man treating her that way. She hoped and prayed when she got grown that 

she’d marry a man who would never hit her. She figured she’d already had enough beatings to 

last her a whole lifetime.  

There were moments when Carrie thought about telling somebody about the things going 

on at home but talking about troubling matters wasn’t something Carrie could bring herself to do. 

Carrie never felt like she mattered enough for anybody to really help her. Wasn’t Mrs. Dobbs 

telling her all the time how worthless she was? Your own momma didn’t want you was the only 

story Mrs. Dobbs ever told the child. She’d say it in the mornings when Carrie was getting 

dressed for school: Run that brush down the back of your head. Your hair looks like a rat’s nest. 

No wonder your momma didn’t want you. Can’t even brush your hair right. She’d speak it at the 

dinner table: Don’t hunch over your plate that way. Sit up straight and eat like a lady. No 
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wonder your own momma didn’t want you. And when she’d be playing outside: Child, look at 

you! Filthy as a mangy cat. No wonder your own momma didn’t want you.  

Carrie had very little memory of her mother but the one thing she recalled with piercing 

clarity was the day she was taken from mother. They were living in the basement of somebody’s 

home, not too far from Miss Mora’s place on Vinegar Hill. Carrie had no memory of whose 

home it was, or how it was they came about living there. She had just celebrated her 4th birthday. 

Carrie remembered because she still had the present her momma had wrapped in old newspaper 

and given to her – a porcelain doll with bright red lips and choppy-cut hair. The doll was missing 

one arm and her legs were scuffed: one toe broken. But Carrie didn’t notice all that then; she 

thought it the most beautiful doll ever. Hugging it to her heart, she cried out, “Oh, Momma, I 

love her.”  

Emma smiled and pulled Carrie into her arms. “Happy Birthday, baby girl,” she said. Her 

dark eyes filling with tears she could not shed, thinking of her own mother and how they’d never 

gotten to share such a moment. She thought of her momma all the time, but not the way others 

did theirs. There was no bank of good memories for Emma to draw from. When she thought of 

her mom it was mostly with the realization of how life could have turned out so differently for 

her if only Addie had lived. When she thought of her momma, Emma thought mostly of all the 

ways life had gone hard on her from her very first breath.  

Too young to be shouldered with the care of an infant and too broken over the loss of his 

wife, Emma’s father never nurtured a relationship with her. Richard knew it wasn’t her fault, but 

he was angry that his daughter’s birth had caused Addie’s death. Emma grew up with an 

emptiness where a mother is meant to abide, and a ghost of a father whom she saw only 
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occasionally, when his mother insisted. A woeful course of life had been set for her from the 

moment she was born. Emma could never escape it, no matter how hard she tried.  

When Frank Buck took an interest in Emma, she thought for sure her fortunes would 

improve, and they did for a time after she and Frank married in 1896. They’d met at the diner 

where Emma was working as a bus girl, clearing dishes, and helping in the kitchen. Frank would 

drop in every morning for breakfast – two pancakes, two eggs over easy, and two cups of black 

coffee. She might not have noticed him if he hadn’t been such a regular customer. Frank was 

nearly 20 years older and Emma couldn’t imagine an older man paying attention to her.  

Emma never had a boyfriend before Frank. Lovers yes, but that was primarily a matter of 

survival. Sometimes they’d give her money; sometimes they’d give her food in exchange for a 

bit of comfort or demands of a private nature. She’d been brought up Presbyterian, so Emma 

knew that some folks considered the kinds of comforts she provided an affront to God. Emma 

didn’t see what she did that way. How else was a woman with little education and no husband 

supposed to make her way? She figured God understood she was doing the best she knew how to 

keep from being dependent on others.  

Neither Emma’s grandmomma nor her father wanted anything to do with her once they 

found Emma half-naked with the preacher’s boy in the orchard one Easter afternoon. Her 

grandmomma threw her out of the house, telling her she’d disgraced the family. Emma suspected 

it was something her grandmomma had been wanting to do for a long time anyways. Emma was 

only 15, so Mora took her in but told her, “If ye stay here ‘ere, ye hae tae follow mah rules: Stay 

in school. Git a job. Help with th' chores. Dae that ‘n’ all will work out for ye.” Much as she 

loved Mora and tried, honestly tried, those rules were just more than a girl like Emma could 
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handle. One afternoon, while skipping school, Emma gathered her things and moved out while 

Miss Mora was off at some ladies meeting. (why not at a birthing?)  

It was a hard row, this life of Emma’s, and her choices didn’t make it any easier. Until 

that day Frank Buck asked her if she’d like to go to a vaudeville show with him after work. 

Emma had never had a man offer to take her anywhere but to bed. Six months after that first 

date, they married. Emma was so proud to show off Frank, and Frank liked strolling around town 

with his Emma. He was proud that he was able to capture the heart of a girl much younger than 

him. Their features were so similar – thick chestnut hair, round cheeks, dark eyes which crinkled 

at the corners – sometimes people mistook Emma for Frank’s daughter. Frank didn’t mind. He 

would just push back his tweed cap and laugh whenever someone asked if Emma was his 

daughter. Emma would laugh, too, but nervously; she wasn’t ever sure if she should.  

Marriage legitimized Emma in ways that nothing else in her life ever had. She was 

welcomed back into her daddy’s family, albeit with some hesitancy on her behalf. Miss Mora 

said she was right to be cautious after all she’d been through: “Ye have a right tae be leery of 

‘em, given all yous bin thro' but dinna worry yous self about what yer daddy 'n' granny think. 

When God brings ye th' pure happiness yous earned, they will forgive ye.”  

Emma took the advice Miss Mora gave her that day and for a time afterwards, she made 

peace with her family. The anger that had knotted her insides up for most of her life lessened as 

the years passed. “Bein' loved fixes all hurting things,” Mora said on the day Emma came to tell 

her she and Frank were finally going to have a baby. They’d been married almost 10 years and 

had given up on the idea that they’d ever be parents. But Miss Mora prayed that one day Emma 

would know the joy of motherhood that Addie had missed out on. Taking Emma’s hands into 
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hers, Mora spoke words that she hoped Emma would never forget: “A bairn is God’s wey o' 

saying he trusts ye.” 

Emma questioned whether God had any sense at all giving her a child to care for when 

she could barely care for herself. Had it not been for Miss Mora, Emma might have lost her mind 

with worry. How could a girl whose own birth caused her mother’s death not worry throughout a 

pregnancy? Emma feared that having a baby would kill her like it had her momma. She tried 

talking to Frank about her fears, but he didn’t want to hear it. That was one of the most 

surprising things of all for Emma: Frank who had been hankering for a child for years didn’t 

seem the least bit interested now that Emma was pregnant. When she told him she had missed 

her monthlies and thought she might finally be pregnant, Frank’s response had been to ask, 

“Whose is it?”  

That had angered Emma so much, she didn’t talk to Frank for days. She’d cook his food, 

wash his clothes, fetch his tobacco papers when he told her to, and even listen to him go on again 

about how he ought to move out West to Utah, something he’d talked about now and again. 

President Grover Cleveland made Utah statehood official for the primarily Mormon-controlled 

territory the same year Frank walked into that diner where Emma worked. Frank had a friend, 

Galloway, who worked on the railroad and who was all the time urging Frank to come out West. 

Whenever Galloway came back to Charlottesville to see after his folks, he’d drop by Frank and 

Emma’s. He and Frank would sit up late in the night, picking at their guitars and swapping 

stories about life out West. 

When they’d married, Frank had a good job working as a tinsmith making stovepipes for 

use in Charlottesville homes. But business had fallen off and the stores he usually worked with 
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weren’t ordering as much as they once did. Emma quit working at the diner after the fella who 

owned it told her she could either leave on her own or he would fire her. He’d overheard her tell 

a co-worker that she was worried something would go wrong with her pregnancy, seeing how it 

did with her mom. The owner got to thinking if something happened to Emma or the baby while 

she was at work, he might be responsible. “I can’t have you working here under these 

circumstances,” he said. “You are a good worker, Emma, but it’s just too much of a risk for you 

and the baby.”  

Emma worried that without her working and Frank’s situation they wouldn’t be able to 

pay the bills. Frank was 52, too old to apprentice in a new job. The more the financial pressure 

increased, the more Frank rattled on about how they ought to move West to Utah. It wasn’t long 

after Carrie was born, all pink and healthy, and all girl, that Frank disappeared. He just up and 

left and took all the money Emma and him had except for a small amount she’d stashed away 

that he didn’t know about. Frank left a note scribbled on a page he tore from Emma’s Bible: 

“The West is calling. I’ll be in touch.”  

That was it.  

Frank was gone. Emma was on her own, with a new baby to care for, and no momma or 

sister around to help her, and with a daddy who had no interest in helping her. Emma turned to 

the only person she knew would help her: Miss Mora.  

It was Mora who helped Emma find a place for her and Emma to live. She would have 

offered Emma a room in her own house but white girls, even poor as Emma was, couldn’t live in 

Vinegar Hill. It was the town’s colored section. To take Emma and baby Carrie into her home 
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might put Miss Mora in harm’s way, particularly because there was some who suspected Miss 

Mora wasn’t colored herself.  

Seeing her daughter clutch a doll she’d pulled from a trash bin, Emma understood better 

than anyone how ill-equipped she was to raise up a child. Though it near about killed her, it 

didn’t surprise her when two weeks after Carrie’s 4th birthday a lady from the city showed up at 

her door with a lawman and took Carrie from her. Truth was, Emma had been expecting 

someone to come take Carrie from her ever since the day she was born.  

Women like Emma learn not to put up a fuss when there’s a lawman around. She knew 

better than to give him a reason to haul her off to jail. So she packed up the few items her 

daughter possessed: two dresses, one flannel and one cotton, a pink satin ribbon left at the diner 

where Emma had worked, a brown sweater with two buttons missing that had been Emma’s 

when she was a child, a lock of Addie’s hair wrapped in wax paper that Miss Mora had cut from 

her head the day Emma was born, and that broken up doll she’d given Carrie for her most recent 

birthday.  

Kneeling to look her daughter in the eyes, Emma handed Carrie the paper sack with all 

the child’s belongings. Carrie looked up at the lady standing just inside the door and the lawman 

on the front stoop. Emma could see the fear in Carrie’s dark eyes. “Don’t be afraid, honey. These 

nice people are going to take care of you for a little bit. I will come get you soon as I can. I 

promise.”  

Women like Emma understood that promises were never meant to be kept. They were 

just lies one said to oneself or to others to make the hard things of life tolerable. Emma never 

could afford hope. It was too costly. She had taken to heart one of Miss Mora’s sayings, It never 
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rains bit it pours, and embraced the notion that one bad fortune begets another. As she watched 

her daughter walk away holding onto the hand of a stranger, Emma figured she was the living 

embodiment of that truism.  

Carrie had no memory of where she went the day the lawman came to take her away, but 

she remembered how brave she was that she didn’t even cry when her momma hugged her 

goodbye. And she remembered her momma’s promise that she’d come get her as soon as she 

could. While Emma came to see her a couple of times, she never again took her home. Carrie 

couldn’t figure out why. Why would a momma abandon a daughter like that? Maybe Mrs. Dobbs 

was right. Maybe Emma didn’t want her after all. Maybe she was marred from birth and that’s 

why nobody wanted her. Maybe she was marked for the Devil himself.  

School was the one place where Carrie felt safe from whatever bad thing Satan had 

planned for her, and safe from Mrs. Dobbs. It was the one place where Carrie felt she could be 

herself. She loved all her teachers, but she loved Mrs. Sullivan best of all. There was a gentleness 

to Mrs. Sullivan that Carrie rarely experienced anywhere outside of school. Something about her 

reminded Carrie of her mother.  

It was children like Carrie that kept Mrs. Sullivan in the classroom. She didn’t need to 

work. Widowed at 29, Mrs. Sullivan had a lovely home in Charlottesville’s Castle Hill 

neighborhood that she owned outright. There had been a settlement from the C & O Rail 

company after her husband’s accidental death, which, along with monies in a trust left to her by 

her grandparents, ensured that she would never have to work a day in her life. But unable to have 

children of her own, Mrs. Sullivan couldn’t imagine a life of society luncheons and charitable 

endeavors. Teaching centered her. She might not be able to protect the children when they were 
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at home but if they were under her care for part of the day, they would be safe for those hours. 

And while the affection they shared was unspoken, this childless woman and this motherless 

daughter were tethered to each other through bonds more powerful than blood.  
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CHA PTER FOUR 

 

Ren didn’t have much use for his uncle J.T. but Aunt Alice was different. Everybody in 

the family knew she favored him. Alice Dobbs didn’t feel bad one bit for doting on her sister’s 

boy. Matilda and Charlie didn’t have any idea how to calm their firstborn. Ren had come into the 

world in a bad mood. The harder they tried to hush him, the louder he wailed.  

“It’s like he’s pissed about being born and taking it out on us,” Matilda confided to her 

older sister.  

“It’s the colic,” Alice replied. “You gotta get you some of that gripe water. That’ll help 

settle him.”  

“Won’t work,” Matilda said, as she shifted the bawling infant from her left breast to her 

right one, hoping that would help, but Ren wasn’t having it. He turned his face away and let out 

another yelp. “I already tried them soothing powders. He just spit it out and kept right on 

hollering. Neither Charlie nor I can get any sleep. I ain’t having no more children, I’ll tell you 

that. I don’t know how you do it.”  

Alice reached out and took her nephew from her sister. Matilda’s blue eyes, typically 

bright, reflected a dark weariness. “Go on into my bedroom and lie down.”  

“You sure?” 

“Yeah, go rest. I’ve got him. J.T. and Charlie won’t be back for a few hours. You go on, 

now.”  The men had left earlier that morning for some sort of political meeting. Alice could 

never keep up with such things. She didn’t need to since she couldn’t vote anyway. She knew 

ladies at church who had joined up with that suffragette movement, but she had no desire to vote. 
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She had enough trouble running a household. She had no desire to run the town, much less the 

country. Besides, even if she earned the right to vote, J.T. would never let her no how.  

Alice shifted Ren up on her shoulder, rubbed his back in a circular motion. He drew the 

sucking breath of an infant mid-wail, but then let out a deep exhale. Matilda marveled at her 

sister, how fast she had been able to settle Ren. It made her feel relieved and guilty all in the 

same moment. Inadequate was always how she felt around her older sister. About the only thing 

Alice hadn’t done better than her was marry right. J.T. hadn’t endeared himself to anybody in the 

family.  

Matilda grabbed an afghan from the foot of the bed and pulled it up over her shoulder, as 

she snuggled down into Alice’s side of the bed, the one closest to the window. She shut her eyes 

and thought of the first time Alice showed up with a swollen lip. It was Easter 1890. She walked 

into their momma’s house with her head hanging like a shamed yard dog. Matilda wasn’t but 15 

at the time and unaware. It was their momma Lucy Ann who turned to J.T. and demanded, 

“What have you done?” as she cupped Alice’s face in her hands and studied the damage. Alice’s 

face was swoll up, like somebody with one-sided mumps.  

Carrying a bowl of potato salad, J. T. brushed past his mother-in-law, ignoring her 

demands. “You want this in the kitchen?”  

Charlie had never laid a finger on Matilda. She couldn’t imagine him ever beating on her 

the way J.T. beat on Alice, and she couldn’t for the life of her understand why Alice put up with 

it. It made no sense to Matilda that someone as headstrong as Alice, and someone as capable as 

she, would tolerate a man knocking her around. Over the years, Alice had suffered black eyes, 

broken teeth, a broken wrist, and a concussion that left her asleep for a week in this very same 

bed.  
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Alice knew the reason babies took to her was because they sensed she shared a common 

helplessness with them. She believed Ren, even as an infant, could sense her vulnerability. As he 

grew, he became even more aware of it. As a toddler, Ren would crawl up in his aunt’s lap and 

touch the bruises under her eyes, or around her mouth, and ask, “Hurt?” 

“Not much, baby,” Alice replied. She never wanted her nephew to be burdened with the 

pains she endured.  

Ren was 12 the first time he witnessed his uncle’s temper. It was early March 1912, and 

Alice had asked Matilda if Ren could come help her do some yardwork. The two were outside, 

along with Carrie, cleaning out winter debris from around the daffodil beds. It was a pleasant 

early spring day. Ren was excitedly chattering about a fellow up in Missouri who had jumped 

from a plane.  

“My Lawd!” Alice exclaimed. “What kind of fool jumps from a plane?”  

“That fella jumped out that plane his parachute didn’t even open for the first 500 feet!” 

Ren exclaimed. “He was just falling willy-nilly.”  

“Makes my stomach hurt just imagining it,” Alice said. She didn’t like heights. Once J.T. 

convinced her to climb to the top of the university’s rotunda, but she couldn’t even look out the 

windows it frightened her so.  

Carrying a handful of leaves over to a debris bucket, Carrie pondered what flying must 

feel like, to be able to look down on the earth from afar, the way God does. Carrie loved 

watching the birds flit around the feeders each morning. But if Carrie were going to be a bird, 

she wanted to be the kind of bird that Cardinals and Blue Jays envied. She’d be one of those 

giant birds, that Miss Mora told her about. She called them boobries, and said they lived in the 

forests in Scotland, where Miss Mora grew up. She said nobody can hurt a boobrie because it can 
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turn itself into a horse and run atop water, if need be, like Jesus. That’s the kind of bird Carrie 

wanted to be, one that could outrun or outfly anyone trying to harm it.  

Carrie figured any man who jumped from a plane must have died. She wanted to ask Ren 

but she knew better than to speak to him while Alice was around. Alice didn’t like Carrie to talk 

at all, much less when Ren was present. Carrie didn’t understand what was up between Ren and 

his aunt, but she wasn’t about to get between the two of them. Carrie’s real momma had warned 

her not to get all up in Alice’s business. “She ain’t never going to treat you like anything but 

hired help,” Emma said on one of her infrequent visits with Carrie. Didn’t Carrie know the truth 

of that?  

Ren was standing near the burn barrel when J.T. came around the back corner of the 

house, hollering for Alice. Rising quickly from her spot near the back stoop, Alice called out, 

“Here I am!”  She peeled off her gardening gloves and smoothed back wisps of her graying hair.    

J.T. was in such a fury he seemed not to notice Ren or Carrie. He marched over to Alice 

and hauled off and backhanded her smack across the face. Knocked her so hard she crumpled to 

the ground, whimpering.   

“I told you to, no more onions in my sandwiches!” J.T. spat out the words like they was 

melon seeds. “Makes my whole lunch stink.”  

Ren ran over to his aunt and looked up at J.T. with all the boldness a 12-year-old boy can 

muster in the face of an angry abusive man. Carrie pushed herself into the tree trunk, hoping J.T. 

wouldn’t see her there. He’d never struck her, but she didn’t trust that he never would.  

Once Ren grew as tall as his uncle and more muscular, J.T. didn’t knock Alice around 

anymore, leastways not in front of Ren. His attempts to protect her, endeared Ren even further to 

his Aunt Alice.  Carrie wished she had someone to protect her the way Ren did his aunt. The 
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closest she’d ever come to having someone like that in her life was Miss Mora, but even Carrie 

understood that there were limits to what Miss Mora could do. There would never be a time 

when Miss Mora could challenge Alice Dobbs. It wasn’t acceptable for a woman of color to call 

out a white woman, much less a woman who wasn’t from around these parts. It didn’t matter that 

Miss Mora made more money or lived in a finer house than J. T. and Alice Dobbs. Carrie had 

few advantages in life but even she understood being white put her in a category above Miss 

Mora. Carrie grew up understanding the unspoken rules between white people and everyone else.  

Ren never paid much attention to Carrie. She was just some kid his aunt and uncle pitied 

and took in. Ren overheard his momma tell one of the ladies from church that the reason her 

sister took that child in was because Uncle J.T. demanded it. Ren didn’t have any idea why his 

uncle would want another mouth to feed but nothing his uncle did made much sense to him. He 

could tell his aunt didn’t care for the girl. The only time she ever spoke to her was to tell her to 

do some chore. Whenever Ren got together with the neighborhood kids for a game of hide-and-

seek, or baseball, Carrie never joined them. At first, Ren marked that up to Carrie being four 

years younger than him. Older boys have no interest in inviting a six-year-old to play ball other 

than to have them be in the outfield, maybe. Even when there were no playmates around but 

Carrie, Ren wouldn’t invite her to play a game of checkers or walk with him to the 

Confectionary.  

Carrie was used to being left out. She didn’t pay any more attention to Ren than he paid 

to her. Ever since she came to the Dobbs’ household, Carrie made a game of disappearing. She 

envisioned herself as a mystical creature from Loch Lomond, where the Ghillie Dhu endowed 

her with invisible powers. If she held her breath for 30 seconds and shut her eyes, she would fade 

away to nothingness. It was a power that had to be practiced often, or she would lose it. There 
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were plenty of opportunities at the Dobbs’ house to put her powers to use. Whenever J.T. 

smacked Alice around, or whenever Alice took to whaling on her, Carrie would squeeze her eyes 

shut and hold her breath until she floated off to Loch Lomond.  

“Is it a real place?” Carrie asked, when Miss Mora first told her about the Loch.  

“Aye,” Miss Mora replied.  

“Have you been there?”  

“Aye, many times.”  

“Where is it?” Carrie pressed. “Can you take me there?”  

“I cannae,” Miss Mora replied. “Ye can only git there by yerself. That’s yer power.” 

Loch Lomond was all the way across the big wide ocean, in the middle of a huge forest.  

“How did the Ghillie Dru get his powers?” Carrie asked.  

Miss Mora shrugged. “Ah dinnae ken. Who can say what fairies gie magic?”  

The first time Carrie heard about the Ghillie Dru was when the lady from the state came 

and took her away from her momma. Miss Mora had come by the Dobbs’ house to see after her. 

Alice Dobbs had been reluctant to let the colored woman in the house, so she had told Miss Mora 

to come around to the back porch if she wanted to see Carrie. It didn’t matter that Miss Mora had 

come by the house directly from church, so she had on her dress shoes and hat. Miss Mora 

stepped over pinecones and around fire ant hills to meet the 4-year-old.  

Carrie didn’t have much memory of what Miss Mora said to her that day other than she 

told her about the forest creature who would help her whenever she was afraid. “Th' Ghillie Dru 

will come tae watch over ye when yer momma or Ah cannae,” Miss Mora said. Then she taught 

Carrie how to shut her eyes and hold her breath for as long as she could. Miss Mora couldn’t 

know how very much Carrie would need that power.  
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CHA PTER F IVE 
 

The year she turned 16, Ren gave Carrie a birthday present she would never forget. 

Carrie had always loved her July birthday. While Alice never made her a birthday cake, or 

wished her a Happy Birthday, never fussed over her birthday at all, Carrie pretended that the 

Independence Day parades and fireworks were all in celebration of her.  

J.T. and Alice had left town the weekend prior. There was a Dudley family reunion over 

in Richmond that Alice convinced J.T. to take her too. J.T. didn’t care much about the reunion 

but he had some buddies there he was hoping to catch up with. Alice left Carrie with a long list 

of chores to attend to. She didn’t trust Carrie on her own, but Alice didn’t want to take her on the 

trip. She wanted the time away alone with J.T., and she didn’t want to be dragging some half-

witted teenager along with them.  

Without her foster parents around to boss her, Carrie slept in that morning. The hens were 

clucking over the lateness of their morning feed, but Carrie went right on ignoring them. She’d 

worked extra hard in the previous days to get the floors scrubbed, the spider cobs washed away 

from the windowsills, and the first coat of paint on the front porch railing. She still had plenty of 

work left to do but she knew she could get most of it done before the Dobbs returned on 

Saturday.  

She stayed in bed reading a book that J.T. brought home after some poor soul left it on 

the streetcar. Carrie didn’t own any books of her own and rarely got time to read them anyway. 

Alice thought the only book anyone ever needed to read was the Bible. Carrie had read it through 

so many times she could recite the stories of Noah’s ark and John the Baptist’s beheading and 

the Crucifixion in detail as good as any preacher. Her favorite Bible story wasn’t about Jesus, 

though. It was the story of Ruth and Naomi. Carrie hoped one day she would know the kind of 
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friendship and love Ruth had for her mother-in-law and that Naomi had for Ruth. The love 

between women seemed stronger to her than the love between a man and a woman. Carrie knew 

the love she had for Miss Mora was better than the love between J.T. and Alice, if, indeed, they 

loved each other at all. Carrie had her doubts.  

Closing the pages of Dr. Doolittle, Carrie wished she had a monkey to cook her breakfast 

and a parrot to do the wash. Sunlight streaked in through the window. It wasn’t quite 9 a.m. and 

already the clouds had cleared off.  She pulled off her nightgown and slipped on the one summer 

dress she owned. Miss Mora made it for her two summers before, telling her that the light blue 

fabric complimented her brilliant eyes. It was too tight in the bust, but loose in the waist. Carrie 

took a red ribbon from an old hat and tied it around her waist. She hadn’t cut her hair in over a 

year. A quick swipe through with a brush and her lush dark hair fell soft on her shoulders. She 

pushed it back off her forehead with white clip. She didn’t have a mirror to admire herself. Alice 

forbid it saying it would only make Carrie vain. Carrie wanted to point out that a person didn’t 

need a mirror to make them vain, and offer that Mrs. Alice was proof enough of that, but Carrie 

knew better than to talk back. She might only be 16, but abuse makes a girl wise beyond her 

years.  

A knock at the door interrupted Carrie’s thoughts. She wasn’t expecting anyone. The 

knock came again, then a twist of the doorknob. The door was locked, Carrie had made sure of 

that before going to bed.  

“It’s me, Ren. Unlock this door!”  

Ren? She had assumed he’d gone to the family reunion with his aunt and uncle. Ever 

since Matilda died the previous summer in that freak accident, he hadn’t been himself. He took 

up drinking, something he had eschewed before, considering it a waste of good money and 
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precious time. Alice didn’t like her nephew’s excessive drinking, but she defended him 

whenever J.T. made the least little protest about Ren’s drinking. J.T. thought that work was the 

best antidote to grief.  

Carrie didn’t know all the details of Matlida’s death, but she knew that Ren blamed 

himself. Afterall, he’s the one who brought home the dog that Matilda tripped over. Ren named 

the dog Blackie and had already taught the Labrador a few tricks, like how to retrieve baseballs. 

A big help for Ren who was working as the groundskeeper at the University of Virginia. Matilda 

had her back turned to Blackie and was talking to Ren about some errand she needed him to run 

for her when she either tripped or was knocked over by Blackie and struck her forehead on the 

wrought-iron fence. Carrie had heard Mrs. Alice tell a neighbor that one of the fence’s spike had 

gone clean through Matilda’s right eye, piercing her brain and killing her instantly. It was a 

gruesome a death as any Carrie had ever heard of, and Ren was eyewitness to it all. Ren 

reportedly was so distraught he attempted to strangle Blackie with his bare hands before kindly 

neighbors freed the dog from Ren’s grip. The last Carrie heard, Ren gave the dog to one of those 

neighbors, and had been grieving his momma’s death hard.  

“Carrie! Carrie!” Ren called out. “Open the door!”  

She was reluctant to open the door. What if he had been drinking? What did he want?  

“C’mon, Carrie,” he pleaded. “I just need to get something from J.T.”  

Carrie opened the door. Ren yanked open the screen door and stepped inside. Taking 

notice of the way her dress pulled too tight across her breasts, Ren whistled.  

He reeked of beer. “J.T.’s not here,” she said. “Nobody is but me.”  

“I know,” Ren said. He looked around the room; his eyes seeming to search for 

something, although Carrie had no idea what.  
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“I thought maybe I’d left my gun behind last time I was here.”  

Carrie had never seen Ren with a gun. She didn’t think he needed one now, not in the 

state he was in. His cheeks were flushed red. His hair was stubbled like a field of freshly cut 

wheat. He’d obviously been running his fingers through his hair. Out of frustration or 

excitement? Carrie wasn’t sure.  

Ren walked across the room, toward the hallway leading to J.T.’s bedroom, and Carrie’s.  

“You sure do look nice today,” he said. His eyes lingered on Carrie’s breasts. “You dress 

up for someone special?”  

Carrie blushed. She was not used to Ren talking to her in such a personal way. Heck, she 

wasn’t used to Ren talking to her at all. As long as they’d known each other, he’d barely said 

more than two sentences to her ever. Now here he was staring at her the way a hungry man stares 

at a lonely woman. Looking down at her bare feet, Carrie didn’t answer him. She had a feeling 

Ren didn’t drop by for no gun.  

Ren walked over to Carrie, lifted her chin to face him, “Look at me when I am talking to 

you, girl.”   

“I’m sorry,” Carrie said. Fear came over her like a summer downpour. Her palms were 

sweaty. Her stomach flip-flopping.  

Ren pulled her face to his and kissed her hard, jabbing his tongue into her mouth and 

grabbing her breast as he did so. Instinctively and without any forethought, Carrie pushed him 

away. She had never been kissed before and she had no desire to be kissed by Ren. He was a 

cousin twice removed. Ren stumbled into the rocker that had belonged to his grandmother Lucy, 

but quickly regained his footing. 
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 He didn’t waste a beat. He came for her then, intent on having what she wasn’t willing to 

give. He drew back his hand and slapped her, hard. Carrie was stunned. She’d never known Ren 

to be a violent person.  

“Don’t you ever push me away again,” he said. His jaw jutted forward, and there was a 

look about his black eyes that Carrie had never seen before. Later, she would recall that look as 

one of utter emptiness. It was as if whatever made up Ren, the boy she had known most of her 

life, had vacated his body. Only demons remained.  

Ren tore at Carrie’s dress, at her undergarments, exposing her pink breasts. Carrie cried 

out, “Stop! Stop!” but Ren kept right on overpowering her. He pushed her down onto the 

davenport, the one Alice had bought from Mrs. Hixson, the preacher’s wife, after Pastor Hixson 

got a new calling. This one in Alabama. Carrie kept thinking that it was wrong what Ren was 

doing, defiling Mrs. Hixson’s sofa that way.  

He had tugged at her clothes and tossed them aside, then proceeded to put his tongue in 

places nobody had ever touched, not even Carrie. Yanking off his belt, Ren unzipped his pants 

and pulled out his thing. Carrie had never seen a man naked before and she didn’t want to see 

Ren that way. As he shoved himself atop her, Carrie shut her eyes and held her breath, the way 

Miss Mora had taught her to do all those years ago. Carrie wept and prayed: “Come to me 

Ghillie Dru. Please, come take me to Loch Lomond.”  

She must have passed out because when she opened her eyes, Ren was gone. The only 

thing that remained of him was the sticky wetness he’d left behind. That and the bite marks upon 

her breasts. Carrie used her torn undergarments to wipe the aftermath of Ren away. As if such a 

thing were possible.  
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