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Prologue



Granny Tula insisted with all of her Jesus-loving heart that God’s hand was in everything. She held the deep conviction that, although it might not be readily seen, there was a divine reason for all that transpired in His earthly kingdom; even the terrible derailment of Glory’s life. But Glory Harrison didn’t possess her grandmother’s unwavering faith. Glory had spent the past eighteen months on the run and had never once seen a glimmer of God’s hand in any of it.


Tragedy, a dark and unexpected assailant, had robbed her of her home, her husband, and her unborn child. Drowning in grief, Glory had fled Tennessee. Small towns could be a comfort during times of disaster and misery—but they could also hold your heart forever in that place of loss. The piteous looks and well-meant platitudes were going to do just that, keep her heart a bloody mess that would never heal.


Granny had never understood Glory’s need to leave. Luckily, Granny did not hold that incomprehensible need against her. She might not understand Glory’s choice, but kin was kin—and that meant she would hold on to you no matter how far from the hollow you roamed. More than once, Gran had said, this family tree was oak, not poplar; and its roots went deep into the bedrock of eastern Tennessee soil. She lived her life by a simple rule: In the face of adversity you raised your chin, stiffened your back, held on to your faith, and marched forward on the very path that had become littered with your broken dreams. Certainly, Granny had trod on the splinters of her own life often enough. But Glory had not been able to force her feet to crush the fragile remains of who she used to be. So she left it all behind and tried to reinvent herself.


Unfortunately, new Glory bore the same heavy sadness as old Glory, just in different climates. It had become clear that no matter how far she ran, the pain, deep and cold and fathomless, would follow her like a shadow. Sooner or later, she realized, you have to either accustom yourself to its presence or stay forever hiding in the dark.


The time was fast coming to step into the light.





Chapter One



GLORY’S KEY STUCK in the old lock on her apartment door, refusing to turn; refusing to slide back out. She gritted her teeth, gripped the doorknob, and shook until the door rattled on its hinges, fully aware that her response was overreaction in the extreme. This lock had recently become an unwelcome symbol of her life: stymied in a dull and disconnected present, unable to move toward her future. She knew it was wrong, this hiding, this pretense of living. But she’d buried herself here and couldn’t find a way to claw back out.


Taking a deep breath, she tried to use more delicate force against the lock. Her nerves had been raw and on edge all day long. Her job at the veterinary clinic normally had a soothing effect upon her, allowing her to focus on something outside her own aching hollowness. But today she couldn’t shake a nagging feeling that something was wrong. It was an insidious awareness that she just couldn’t quell. Maybe it was simply her own growing understanding that she was running from the inescapable. But it seemed heavier than that; she was anxious to get inside and call Granny, just to ease her mind that the feeling had nothing to do with her.


For all of her life, Glory had had an inexplicable connection to her grandmother. Time and again she’d call and Gran would say, “I was just about to call you.” Glory didn’t share that mysterious connection with anyone else. When she was young, Granny would wink and lean close, saying they came from a long line of spooky women. Back then it had made Glory think of witches and spells. But now she understood; there were some people who were knit more tightly together than just by family genetics.


The telephone began to ring inside the apartment.


Glory jiggled the key with renewed vigor. Finally, on the telephone’s fourth ring, the key turned, and she hurried inside.


“Hello,” she said breathlessly as she snatched up the phone.


“Glory, darlin’, are you all right?”


Granny’s slow Tennessee drawl immediately soothed Glory’s nerves.


“Fine, I was just coming in and had trouble with the lock.” She pushed her hair away from her face. “You’ve been on my mind today, Gran. How are you?”


There was a half-beat pause that set the back of Glory’s neck to tingling before Granny said, “Fine. Busy. Had Charlie’s boys here for the weekend.”


“All of them?” Glory’s cousin Charlie was getting a divorce and had taken to foisting his five little hellions off on Granny when it was “his weekend.” It really burned Glory, his taking advantage like that. Granny was seventy-three, and five boys under the age of thirteen was just too much.


“’Course. We had a great time. Hiked back to the falls. They can’t get enough swimming. Travis caught hisself a snake.”


Glory closed her eyes and drew a breath. The very idea of Granny alone with five rambunctious little boys—swimming, no less—a two-mile hike from help made her stomach turn. Blue Falls could have a wicked pull at the base.


“Everyone all right?” Glory tempered her question; Granny’s feathers got ruffled if you treated her like an old person—overprotection was a sin not to be forgiven. Any allusion to aged infirmity quickly drew pursed lips and narrowed eyes.


“’Course. Them boys all swim like fish.”


“Charlie shouldn’t expect you to take the boys all of the time.” Careful, don’t make it sound like it’s because of her age. “They need to spend time with their father.”


Granny made a scoffing sound. “Keeps me young. It’s only a couple of times a month. Charlie sees ’em plenty.”


Glory sat on the rest of her argument; she’d be wasting her breath. After a tiny pause too short for thought, she said, “I’m thinking about moving again.” Even as the words tumbled out, she surprised herself. She’d been skirting around the idea for a few weeks now, but didn’t have any solid plan laid out.


A knowing hmmm came over the line. “Where?”


“I don’t know yet. I can’t imagine staying in St. Paul through winter. The snow was fun for a while—but the thought of a whole winter here makes me depressed.”


She heard Granny take a deep breath on the other end of the line. It was a telltale sign of trouble.


“What? Is something wrong?” Glory couldn’t keep an edge of fear from her voice. She’d known something was happening.


“Not wrong. It’s just . . . I had a little episode with my eye—”


“Why didn’t you call me?” Glory’s heart leaped into her throat. Her all-day foreboding now honed in on its source.


“I just told you.”


“So have you seen a doctor? What happened? Is someone there with you?”


“Calm down. I’m fine enough. I saw the doctor this mornin’. He said it should clear up this time.”


“This time? Have you had other episodes?” A few years ago Granny had been diagnosed with macular degeneration, a disease that would most likely rob her of her central vision, altering her life immeasurably. But so far Granny had been lucky. This was the first time Glory had heard a hint of a problem.


“It was a tiny broken vein. He wants to see me again next week.”


Glory forced herself to ask, “Can you see?”


“Right eye’s fine.”


“But the left?”


“Eh.” Glory could see her grandmother dismissing it with the lift of a sharp-boned shoulder.


“So the condition is getting worse.”


“Not necessarily. But, darlin’, you know it’s just a matter of time. I been luckier than most. Time’s come to take note.”


Glory couldn’t swallow; emotion had closed off her throat.


“I was wondering . . . could you . . . could you come home?” Granny rushed on, “Not permanent. I just want to see your face clear one more time.”


This was the first time in Glory’s memory that Tula Baker had asked anything of another human being. A cold sweat covered Glory from head to foot. “I’m on my way.”


Twelve hours later, Glory had her car packed with her few belongings and was headed south. She barely noticed the miles and the hours passing as she wrestled with emotions that were quickly becoming a two-headed monster. It certainly wasn’t difficult leaving St. Paul; she’d been inching closer to that decision every day. For the past eighteen months she’d thought of herself as “trying on” different places, like one would search for a new winter coat. She’d left Dawson with the firm conviction that there was a place out there that would act as a balm, a salve to her soul; and she could bask in it like a healing Caribbean sun. But the climates changed, population fluctuated, and Glory still felt as if she were an empty vessel, insides echoing her barren life like a bass drum. East, West, cities, small towns, suburbia . . . nothing brought peace.


No, leaving Minnesota was easy—but the very thought of returning to Tennessee brought beads of sweat to her upper lip and a sickness deep in her belly. What if Granny’s sight didn’t return? What if this truly was the beginning of the end of her independence? Glory’s heart ached for lost time and uncertain futures. A part of her could barely force herself to press the accelerator for the dread of seeing her hometown again; yet another part of her could not reach her grandmother’s wiry embrace fast enough.


Before she knew it, she was a mere handful of miles from the Tennessee state line, less than two hours from Dawson. Her grandmother lived a few miles beyond that, deep in Cold Spring Hollow, nestled in the verdant, misty foot of the Smoky Mountains.


The rolling lay of the land in Kentucky seemed to be priming Glory for that inevitable moment when she would cross into the lush hill country that had nurtured her for her first twenty-six years. As her car chewed up the rapidly decreasing miles, she assured herself that there would not be a great crashing wall of memory that would overcome her at the state line. Months of therapy had suggested perhaps there would be no memories—ever.


Still, Glory doubted the professionals’ opinions. True, she had no “memory” of that night. But she did possess an indefinable sense of gut-deep terror when she turned her mind toward trying to recall. Which told her those memories were there, lying in the darkness, waiting to swallow her whole.


Could she face Dawson and all she had lost there? Could she actually live there again? If Granny needed her, of course she would. Still . . . one day at a time. First thing was to get home and assess the situation.


She rolled down the driver’s-side window. The roar of the wind at seventy filled her head. She glanced at the graceful rise and fall of the green pastures beside the interstate. She drew deep breaths, as if to lessen the shock by easing herself home, by reacquainting her senses gradually to the sights and smells of hill country.


As a child, Glory had loved visiting the wild of the deep hollow where Granny Tula had lived since the day she was born. Life in the hollow was hard, but straightforward—understandable. People of her grandmother’s ilk had no time or patience for dwelling on the superficial. They accepted whatever life handed them with a nod of stoicism and another step toward their future.


Hillbillies. That’s what her in-laws called folks like Tula Baker. Of course, they would never say anything like that directly about Granny—but the thought was there, burning brightly behind their sophisticated old-money eyes. What they had never understood was that neither Glory nor her grandmother would have been insulted by the term. Glory’s mother, Clarice, on the other hand, would have been mortified. Clarice, the youngest of Tula Baker’s seven children, had struggled to separate herself from the hollow and all it implied.


As Glory watched the terrain grow rougher and the woodlands become increasingly dense, she didn’t feel the tide of panic that she’d anticipated.


I’m going to make it. The thought grew stronger with each breath that drew in the mingling of horse manure, damp earth and fresh grass. I’m going to make it. . . .


The instant she saw the large sign that said WELCOME TO TENNESSEE Glory’s lungs seized. All of her mental preparation disappeared on the wind rushing by the open window.


Suddenly light-headed, she pulled onto the emergency lane of the interstate. As soon as her car stopped moving, she put it in park, fearing that she might pass out and start rolling again.


The car rocked, sucked back toward the racing traffic when an eighteen-wheeler whizzed by going eighty. Miraculously, the truck was gone in no more than a blur and a shudder, and Glory’s four tires remained stuck to the paved shoulder out of harm’s way.


She concentrated on her hands gripping the steering wheel—hands that could no more deny her heritage than her green eyes and thick, auburn hair. Sturdy, big-boned hands that somehow remained unsoftened by the cultured life she’d led. Hands that reminded her of Granny Tula’s. That thought gave her strength.


After a few minutes, the cold sweat evaporated, the trembling in her limbs subsided, and her head cleared. She put the car in drive and rejoined the breakneck pace of traffic headed south.


Eric Wilson left the fire station in the middle of his shift—something he would have taken any of his firefighters to task for. But he was chief, and as such frequently had business away from the firehouse. No one questioned when he got into his department-owned Explorer and drove away.


But this was far from official business. This was personal—very personal. He and his ex-wife, Jill, shared amicable custody of their nearly three-year-old son, Scott. But Scott’s increasing problems were something that the two of them were currently butting heads over. In Eric’s estimation, Jill was in denial, plain and simple. And lately, it seemed she was doing as much as she could to prove Scott was just like any other boy. Part of that strategy was not hovering by the telephone worrying if today was going to be the day for trouble.


Whenever he mentioned the idea that she should get a cell phone, she took the opportunity to remind him that she couldn’t afford one. Which was a load of bull. She worked as a medical secretary and made decent money—comparable to Eric’s fire department salary. It was more convenient for Jill to be unavailable—especially on Wednesdays, her day off.


This was the third time since the summer session began five weeks ago that the preschool had called Eric at work because they couldn’t locate her. It had been a familiar message; Scott was having a “behavior problem,” causing such disruption that the teachers requested he be taken home. Jill had responded to a similar call on at least four occasions.


The staff at the church-housed preschool were sympathetic and had made every effort to help assimilate him into classroom activities; but, they repeatedly explained, they had to consider the other twelve children in the class.


As Eric pulled into the rear parking lot of the Methodist church, his stomach felt as pocked and broken as the ancient asphalt. Weeds of frustration sprouted through the numerous cracks, filling his middle with something poisonous to all of his hopes for his son. This summer preschool program was intended for children who were going to need extra time and attention to catch up; children who would benefit from not having an interruption in the development of their social skills by a long summer break. Even so, it seemed Scott was on a rapid backslide. Eric couldn’t help the feeling of terror that had begun to build deep in his heart, as if he were locked high in a tower watching his son drown in the moat outside his window—close enough to witness yet helpless to save him.


For a long moment, he sat in the car, staring toward the forested mountains shrouded in their ever-present blue mist. In a way, Scott’s mind was concealed from him just like the detailed contour of those mountains. He wished with all of his soul that he could divine the right course to lead his son out of the mysterious fog. The local doctors had varying opinions; from developmental delay (a catchall phrase, he’d decided), to mild autism, to he’ll-grow-out-of-it, to it’s-too-early-to-tell.


Eric was willing to do whatever it took to help his son—if only there was a definite answer as to what that was.


He slammed the steering wheel with the heel of his hand. Then he took a deep breath and tried to exhale his frustration. He would need all of the calm he could muster to deal with what awaited inside.


When he entered the hall that led to the basement classroom, he could hear Scott crying—screaming. A feeling of blind helplessness whooshed over him like a backdraft in a fire. He quickened his pace.


With his hand on the doorknob, he paused, heartsick as he looked through the narrow glass window beside the door. His son stood stiffly in the corner, blue paint streaked through his blond hair and on his face. Mrs. Parks, one of the teachers, knelt beside him, talking softly. Eric saw her hands on her knees; Scott really didn’t like anyone other than his parents to touch him.


Scott ignored his teacher, his little body rigid with frustration. It was a picture Eric had seen before. Still, it grabbed his gut and twisted with brutal ferocity every time.


When he went into the room and knelt beside his son, there was no reaction of joy, no sense of salvation, no throwing himself into Eric’s arms with relief. Scott’s cries continued unabated.


Was this behavior an offshoot of the divorce, as Jill insisted? It seemed implausible, as he and Jill hadn’t lived together since Scott was ten months old. Still, that nagging of conscience couldn’t be silenced.


Mrs. Parks, a woman whose patience continually astounded Eric, said, “I’m sorry. I didn’t know what else to do but call you.” She pursed her lips thoughtfully and looked back at Scott. “I think he wanted the caps put back on the finger paints. Although I can’t say for sure.” In her hand she held a wet paper towel. She handed it to Eric and got up and walked away. “Maybe he’ll let you wipe his hands.”


Eric took the towel. Scott had become increasingly obsessed with closing things—cabinets, windows, doors, containers—with an unnatural intensity. Anything that he wasn’t allowed to close sent him into an inconsolable tantrum, as if his entire world had been shaken off its foundation.


Jill’s mother said the child was overindulged, spoiled because his divorced parents were vying for his love. Jill’s family did not divorce. At first Eric had bought into the theory. But he’d been careful, watched to make sure they weren’t acquiescing to Scott’s every demand.


“Okay, buddy, can I wipe your hands?” Eric asked, holding out the towel.


Scott’s cries didn’t escalate; Eric took that as permission. He got the worst of the blue off his son’s hands, then scooped him up in his arms and carried him, still stiff and crying, out of the classroom.


Scott wiggled and squirmed, but Eric managed to get him strapped in his car seat. By the time he was finished, Eric had almost as much blue paint smeared on him as Scott did. Before he climbed into the driver’s seat, Eric tried to call Jill again. No answer.


Eric then called the station. When the dispatcher picked up, he said, “Donna, I’m going to have to take the rest of the afternoon off; I had to pick Scott up at school, he’s . . . sick.”


Eric hadn’t discussed his son’s possible condition with anyone. It was still too new, too baffling. How could he explain something that was currently such a mystery to his own mind?


Donna made a tiny noise of understanding. “No problem,” she said, with overkill on lightheartedness. “Hope he feels better soon.”


Eric realized he hadn’t been fooling anyone.


By the time Jill called forty minutes later, Scott was sitting quietly on the floor of Eric’s living room, playing with his current favorite toy, a plastic pirate ship.


“What happened?” she asked. “I went to pick him up, and they said you’d taken him home early.”


“More of the same. A tantrum that wouldn’t stop.” Eric rubbed his eyes with his forefinger and thumb.


“You would think a preschool teacher could handle a two-year-old tantrum without calling parents.”


“Jill”—he took a deep breath—“you know it’s more than that. Dr. Martin—”


“Stop! What if Dr. Martin is wrong? Dr. Templeton saw nothing out of the ordinary in Scott. Why do you insist upon thinking the worst?” Thankfully, she caught herself before she pushed them into their normal angry confrontation on the subject. Her voice became pleading. “Eric, I don’t want him to be labeled. If they treat him like he’s disabled, he’s going to be disabled. He’s just slow to mature. Lots of kids are. He’s just a baby! A friend of Angela’s said she knew a boy who didn’t talk until he was four and he’s making A’s and B’s in school and gets along with everyone. And Stephanie’s daughter has tantrums all of the time. A few more weeks in school and—”


“And what?” Sometimes Eric felt he was fighting the battle for his son on two fronts—against both an as-yet-unnamed developmental disorder and Scott’s mother’s refusal to face facts. “They’ll probably ask us not to bring him back. We need to find a better solution for him. It’s not just the fact that he’s not talking. He doesn’t interact with the other kids. Maybe he needs more structure, like Dr. Martin said.”


“And Dr. Olfson said it’s too early to be sure. None of the experts can even agree! And you want him locked up in an institution!”


“Stop overreacting. You know that’s not what I meant.” He closed his eyes and willed his anger to subside. “We need to find a better way to help him learn, help him cope.”


She sighed heavily. “Let’s give this school a couple more months. Please. Then we’ll decide.”


“I just feel that time is slipping away. The sooner we start, the better his chances.”


“I do not want this whole town talking about Scott as if he’s retarded. He’s not.”


“Of course he’s not! But he’s going to need more help.”


“Maybe. Maybe not. I won’t take the risk for nothing. I agreed to send him to school over the summer, isn’t that enough for now?”


“All right.” It was all Eric could do to keep from arguing. It was going to take time to get Jill turned around. “We’ll leave things as they are for a few more weeks. But I think it’s time to start at least looking for options.”


She let it drop, apparently satisfied with her temporary victory. “Since tomorrow is your day, why don’t you just keep Scottie tonight? I have a ton of things to get done. It’d really help me out. I’ll just pick him up out at Tula’s on Friday after work.”


This was yet another tool in Jill’s arsenal of denial—spend less time with Scott so she didn’t have to see what was becoming progressively more obvious.


“Sure. Do you want to say hi to him before I hang up?” Eric spoke to his son every day on the phone, regardless of the empty silence on the other end of the line.


“Sure.”


After holding the phone next to Scott’s ear for a moment while Jill held a one-sided conversation, Eric got back on the line. “I’ll tell Tula you’ll be there at five-thirty on Friday.”


“Okay. You boys have fun.” She hung up.


You boys have fun. As if he and Scott were going to a baseball game and sharing hot dogs and popcorn. Would Jill ever be convinced their son wasn’t like other children?


Eric hung up the phone and stretched out on the floor next to Scott. He’d taken to only setting out one activity at a time for Scott and keeping the background noise to a minimum, as Dr. Martin had suggested. It did seem that Scott was less agitated.


There was still blue paint in Scott’s hair. Eric decided to leave that until bath time—which would develop into a battle of its own; Scott didn’t like to be taken away from whatever he was doing. Changing activities seemed to trigger more than just normal two-year-old frustration.


For now, Eric tried some of the repetitive exercises he’d read about, just to see if it seemed to make a connection. Dr. Martin said sometimes these children needed to find alternative ways of communication—it was just a matter of searching and working with repetition until you found the right one.


As Eric worked with Scott, the light in the room turned orange with sunset. Scott’s pudgy toddler fingers spun the pirate boat in tireless circles. With a lump in his throat, Eric wondered if he would ever understand what was going on inside his son’s mind.


Jill sat in her living room, listening to the insects drone outside the open window. Absently, she twirled a strand of hair around her index finger. The sun was low, and shadows were gathering darkness in the corners of the room, but she didn’t move to turn on a light. Instead she waited for the gloom to completely encompass her. It wasn’t often she held herself still long enough to allow her thoughts to overtake her. Her life was stressed beyond belief with working and taking care of a baby alone.


Up until a few weeks ago, she hadn’t been alone—not totally. Although even her mother didn’t know it, Jason had been more or less a live-in since spring. He’d insisted on keeping his place—for appearances he’d said.


She still couldn’t believe the jerk had dumped her. She’d left her husband for him—not that anyone knew that. She’d been careful while she was married, and equally careful after. That had been Eric’s price for a quick and uncontested divorce—that she not see Jason publicly until after the divorce was final. He’d said he was keeping quiet for Scott’s sake. And it probably was. Eric was a conscientious father.


Even as clean as the divorce had been, Mother had been appalled. Landrys didn’t divorce—especially not what Mother called “good husband material” like Eric Wilson. Luckily, Mother didn’t know the full story about Jason, or Jill would never hear the end of it.


She had hoped living together would bring Jason closer to commitment. But the entire thing had skidded in the wrong direction. The fewer complications for them to be together, the less interested he became.


Well, she thought with a sigh, that was over. She wouldn’t think of Jason anymore.


She shifted on the couch, drawing her feet up under her and grabbing a pillow to hold over her midsection. That’s right, she’d waste no more time and energy on Jason. Her baby was her whole world now. Why did Eric keep insisting there was something wrong with him? Lots of children developed more slowly—lots of very intelligent children. She would not let Scott be the kid who was stared at, the one other children made fun of. She simply wouldn’t allow it. She would do whatever it took to ensure his place in this world was not one of ridicule and hurt.


She closed her eyes and briefly, ever so briefly, wished things were as they had been during those first months after Scott had been born—when she and Eric had marveled at his tiny perfection and she had felt safe.



It was sunset as Glory wound her way into Cold Spring Hollow. She’d driven twenty-five miles out of her way to avoid passing through Dawson; approaching the road to the hollow from the north instead of the west. It was foolish, but she somehow felt she’d be better fortified to face the town after spending the night with Granny.


In the shadows of the wooded hollow it was dark enough that her headlights came on. Glory slowed for a hairpin curve. After the road straightened back out, she saw three deer standing nearly close enough to reach out and touch. They held their bodies poised for flight, their dark eyes wide and their ears twitching. But they remained in place, studying her as closely as she studied them.


She felt a peculiar kinship to them, with their wary eyes and nervous posture. She imagined she had a similar air about her at the moment.


The narrow gravel road that led to Granny’s house cut off to the right. Glory made the turn and felt more settled already. Normally, Granny would be on her porch with a cup of tea about now, impervious to the swarming mosquitoes as she sat on her beloved swing.


Before Glory’s grandfather died, he and Granny used to sit on the porch every evening, at least for a short while, even in the winter. Glory remembered spending the night, lying in her bed and listening to their quiet voices drift up to her bedroom window. There was something about listening to them, to Granny’s soft laugh and Pap’s gruff chuckle, that soaked contentment deep into Glory’s bones.


Granny’s house came into sight. Glory’s heart skittered through a beat when she saw it sitting dark and silent under the canopy of trees. It looked deserted.


Finally, in the deep shadow of the L-shaped front porch, Glory saw movement of the swing and drew a breath of relief.


By the time she’d put the car in park and gotten out, Granny had moved to the top of the front steps, leaving the swing to jiggle a jerky dance after her departure.


She stood there, her silhouette in the twilight tall and wiry, looking as strong as the ancient willow down by the old millpond.


Glory got out of the car quickly and ran up the steps. She paused on the tread before the top. The instant she opened her mouth to say hello, the tears that she’d thought were spent spilled forth.


Granny opened her arms and pulled Glory’s head against her chest. “It’s all right, darlin’, you’re safe in the Holler now. You’re home.”


As Glory cried in the comfort of her grandmother’s arms, she knew coming home was going to be even more painful than she’d imagined.





Chapter Two



WHEN GLORY WOKE early the next morning, she studied the lavender floral wallpaper in the bedroom. She’d awakened in this room countless times over the years, and nothing in it had changed as long as she could remember. Andrew—she tried to think of her husband without the shadow of sadness—had always called Granny’s decor “early Cracker Barrel.” But Glory liked the homeyness of it, the fact that Granny’s possessions had memories attached.


The dresser still held a collection of tiny ceramic animal figurines from Granny’s childhood. The mirror on the wall above was streaked with gray where time had worn away the silvering on the back. There was a watermelon-size brown water spot on the ceiling paper in one corner. Pap had fixed the roof twelve years ago, but Granny said the paper had plenty of life left in it, that people should have their eyes closed when lying on the bed, anyhow.


There wasn’t a clock in the room, and Glory had left her watch in the bathroom after her shower last night. It was early; the sun had yet to send its bright shafts of light over the hills and into the little cove that cradled Granny’s house. Birds twittered, coaxing the new day.


The quiet noises of morning in the hollow wrapped her in warm contentment. She stretched and wished this moment of peace could extend beyond these sheltered walls, that it could endure the battering of reality beyond her bedroom door.


Then she heard hushed voices downstairs. Sliding from the bed, she went to the window and moved the lace curtains enough to peek out. A white SUV that appeared pale purple-gray in the early light and had an emergency light bar on the top sat in front of the house.


She dashed out the door of her bedroom and down the stairs. The voices came from the kitchen. She was at a dead run when she burst through the door.


Her bare feet skidded to a stop on the linoleum when she saw Granny sitting at the table drinking coffee with a man in a blue shirt who was just turning toward the sound of her panicked footsteps.


“You’re all right!” Glory said, the adrenaline draining from her muscles, leaving her legs feeling like jelly.


“Right as rain, darlin’.” Granny’s eyes smiled over her blue willow cup as she sipped coffee. “You look a bit peaked, though.”


“I thought you were sick . . . or hurt. . . .” Glory’s gaze cut to the man sitting at the table with Granny, looking at him fully for the first time. Her mouth went dry.


Granny said, “You remember Eric Wilson.” Her words sounded as if they came from somewhere in the depths of a cavern.


Suddenly, Glory smelled smoke—the sharp, biting combination of burning wood, plastic, and human hair. It made her stomach lurch, her eyes sting, and strangled her breath.


Eric stood in what appeared to Glory as slow motion and extended his hand. “Hello, Glory.” His voice seemed to be resonating, slow and muffled, from underwater.


She stood there stone mute, pulling at the bottom of the T-shirt she’d slept in, trying to draw air into her suddenly starved lungs.


Still sounding deep in a cavern, Granny cleared her throat; Glory recognized the gentle prod into politeness, but could no more respond than she could erase the impressions that flashed in an incoherent parade through her mind.


Darkness. Rain on her face. Flashing red lights. The cold ground under her back. The blurred image of a fireman leaning close and ripping his breathing apparatus away. The sound of his shouting her name.


She blinked, and the fireman’s face came into clear focus: Eric Wilson. But he wasn’t in her mind; he was standing right in front of her—and moving quickly in her direction.


His hands were on her arms, big and warm and secure, as she felt her knees begin to give way.


He held her erect as she stared at him, her memory-evoked emotion battling the flesh-and-blood man. With numb lips she said, “It was you.”


“Let’s get you in a chair,” he said, as he moved her with the confidence of a trained rescuer in the direction of the seat he’d just vacated.


Granny was on her feet, hovering close as Glory sat down. “Good lands, girl, are you all right?”


Before Glory could answer, Granny was at the sink getting her a glass of water. When she placed it in Glory’s hands, the liquid in the glass shook like it was in a paint mixer.


She took a tentative sip, more to buy time than to quench thirst.


Eric knelt in front of her, concern in his whiskey-colored eyes—just like . . . 


“It was you,” she said again, her words not much more than an exhaled breath.


“What was me?” he asked gently.


Glory felt Granny’s bony hand fall on her shoulder and squeeze slightly.


“You brought me out of the house . . . the fire.” She could hardly believe four therapists hadn’t budged a single image from her memory, yet one glance at Eric Wilson’s face had catapulted something right to the forefront of her mind.


Eric cast a worried glance at Granny. Then he said quietly, reverently, as if he suddenly saw the magnitude of what was happening to her, “Yes.”


Glory locked gazes with him, trying to budge another memory loose.


None came.


After a moment, she began to feel reconnected to her surroundings. “I didn’t remember that until just now. I haven’t been able to remember. . . .”


His gaze remained upon her, making her feel the need to retreat. He said, “I’m sorry.”


It was a phrase she’d heard a thousand times since the fire. But this time it ignited a fury in her that she couldn’t quell—a fury born of months living with an aching void that reached to the center of her soul, a fury reignited by the horrible memory that had just assailed her.


Her voice was cold when she said, “Sometimes I am too. Sometimes I wish you hadn’t done it.”


“Glory!” Granny’s sharp, shocked tone cut through the emotional haze that swaddled Glory’s brain.


Eric didn’t appear surprised—or shocked—by her words. He stood slowly, but didn’t move away from her.


Granny said, “That’s the hurt talking.” Then she said to Eric, “She just come back last night. It’ll take some time for her to sort her feelings out.”


Glory worked to free herself from the grip of anger. She kept her gaze safely on the floor at her feet, and said, “Yes, that’s right. I shouldn’t have said that. I do appreciate you risking your life to save our—mine.”


When she forced herself to look at him again, she saw an edgy look in his eye that surprised her.


Well, I was pretty damned rude.


He shifted his weight, and said, “I’d better get going.” Then he moved to the corner of the room and knelt.


For the first time, Glory saw a small boy sitting in the corner. He held his fingers in front of his face, closely examining a string from Granny’s throw rug. The child’s unwavering focus on the string seemed unnatural—especially since Eric was kneeling right in front of him.


“Scott, Daddy’s going to work now.”


The toddler continued to examine the string.


“Scott.” Eric put his hand under the boy’s chin and raised it, gently forcing him to look up. “Daddy’s going to work. I’ll be back to pick you up this evening.”


He kissed the top of the boy’s head, got up, and said good-bye to Granny.


Glory stopped him halfway to the door. “You aren’t leaving him here, are you?”


He turned with a furrowed brow, and said, “Yeah. Is there a problem?”


Glory’s gaze cut to Granny and back to Eric. “Well, yes. Granny’s sight . . . you can’t expect her to watch a toddler.”


“I told you, Glory, I can still see fine. I always watch Scott on Thursdays and Friday afternoons.” There was a snap of fire in her voice and a flash in her eye that clearly broadcast Glory’s transgression.


“Of course.” Glory tried to brush away the crackling annoyance in the air. “I’ll be here to lend a hand today anyway.”


Eric lingered in the doorway.


“Go on, now. You’ll be late,” Granny said.


Eric cast one last look toward his son, then nodded and left.


Glory sat watching the space in the doorway he’d just vacated. Instead of this unexpected breakthrough in her memory fostering anticipation for healing, an icy fear settled in her chest.


“So you remembered something.” It was a statement, not a question that Granny uttered as she sat back down at the table across from Glory.


Glory gave her head a slight shake. “Not much really. Just that I remember seeing his face.” How could she explain the cascade of emotions that ripped through her in that split second?


As she thought of Eric’s face again, she tried to grasp at something just beyond her flash of memory, lurking in the rainy shadows of that night. She’d sensed it before, when the terror scratched at the back of her brain in therapy sessions. But now she was met with the same blank wall as always. Maybe that flash generated by the surprise of seeing Eric was all she’d ever get.


“After . . . he came to check on you, you know.”


“What?” Glory’s gaze snapped to Granny’s face. “Eric Wilson? When?”


“While you was in the hospital. Ever’ day.”


Glory’s brow knotted. She remembered the stay in the hospital—every excruciating detail. “You must be mistaken. I never saw him.”


“No, you didn’t. Not after that first time . . . the night of the fire. He came into the emergency room and you . . . well, you were upset.”


Try as she might, Glory didn’t remember anything more of that night. Even the smells and sensations that had momentarily been so vivid and immediate that they robbed her of her strength were dulled until she could almost pretend the whole glimpse of memory hadn’t happened.


But her knees were still rubbery and her body drained. And she could still feel the security of Eric’s grip as he’d guided her to this chair. It had happened.


Granny’s words sank in. “Oh, God, what did I say to him?” Had she screamed and ranted and laid blame on the man who’d saved her? In those first days, Glory was now ashamed to admit, she had blamed the doctors for not saving her baby. Had that grief-fueled fury spilled over to the firefighter who’d saved her too?


For the briefest second, Granny’s lips pursed. “You weren’t in your right mind, ever’body knew that.”


Glory’s gaze followed Granny’s as she glanced over at the little boy who had not moved one inch from where he was sitting ten minutes ago.


Granny said, “That’s Eric’s way; he didn’t want to take the chance of upsetting you again. So he’d stop by regular on his way home from work to check with me or your mama.” She seemed to measure her words before she went on. “He came to the funeral. Stayed at the back of the crowd, out of your sight. ’Course he and Andrew played football together in school, so he had every right to be there. But he kept to hisself, so’s not to make it harder on you.”


Andrew’s funeral. Although it had been just under two years ago, it was as if trying to recall a movie she’d seen so long ago that the details had run together, the cast had become indistinguishable, and the plot become tangled with every other movie she’d ever seen. Eric Wilson could have been standing two feet in front of her that day, and she wouldn’t have seen him. She’d floated through the endless hours of calling and the funeral on a silken gray cloud of disconnection—thanks to the little pills her mother had fed her at regular intervals. Pills not prescribed by Glory’s own doctor, but by her mother’s new husband, Karl Gustafson, M.D.


Clarice, Glory’s mother, had landed the doctor not long after she’d sold her mobile home and transplanted herself to Florida. It was a move she’d been talking about for years—the final step that would forever eradicate the shadow of the hollow that tainted her in Dawson. As Glory had grown up, her mother had spoken of Florida as if it were a magical place where she could realize her full potential without people’s preformed notions holding her back—Glory thought maybe it was the influence of all the Disney World commercials. Nonetheless, Clarice had finally made the move, and her dreams had come true.


It had been with some relief that Glory had dropped her mother and Karl at the Knoxville airport two days after the funeral. Although Karl had to get back, Clarice had offered to remain in Dawson as long as Glory needed her. But Glory wanted nothing more than to be left alone with her grief. The last thing she needed was her mother hovering, examining each tear and every mood swing, assessing what drug Karl might prescribe to make it go away. Glory had wanted to wrap herself in her pain, feel every nuance of it, not blot it out in a pharmacological haze. She felt that she’d earned the right to retreat into her own suffering—at least for a while.


Apparently she’d closed her eyes to more than her mother’s good intentions. The man to whom she owed her life had been relegated to hiding in the shadows.


“I had no idea,” Glory finally said.


“He didn’t want no gratitude, said he was doing his job.”


Glory knew that Eric and Andrew had known one another; they’d graduated from Dawson High together, five years ahead of her. But it seemed like a strained friendship in the few instances that she’d been present when they’d run into one another, as if hostility rippled beneath the sportsman’s camaraderie, as if they had been enemies forced into alliance. Once she’d asked Andrew about it. He’d told her it was her imagination. But she saw bitterness in his eyes and couldn’t help but think something had transpired between the two men that set them at hidden odds.


Glory shook off those thoughts, not wanting to delve any deeper into the murky past just now. She turned her gaze back to the little boy, just briefly; she didn’t like the twinge of jealousy she felt when she looked at those chubby cheeks blushing with pink health.


“How’s your eye this morning?”


“Cain’t even tell anything was wrong.”


“When do you go back to the doctor?”


“Monday. But I don’t see the need. It’s doin’ just what Dr. Blanton said; I’m seein’ again. Nothin’ he can do anyhow. No sense in paying him just to peek in there with his little light.”


Glory had no intention of letting Granny miss that appointment. But she decided to fight that battle later. She had three days until Monday. “Do you really think it’s a good idea to continue to babysit? What if you have an episode while he’s here? How will you handle a two-year-old if you can’t see?”


“Seems foolish to give up afore I have to. Why, I could just sit here for years, doing nothin’, waitin’ to go blind. That’d be a sin. Changes will come in God’s time.”


“But, Gran, a toddler? And you’re all the way out here—”


“I got a phone and can call if something happens. Dr. Blanton says it’s not likely that my sight will just”—she snapped her fingers—“go like that. The bleeding was a fluke.” She went over and picked up the boy. “Besides, Scott and me, we’re partners. Ain’t we, big fella?” She kissed his cheek with her pale, papery lips.


The boy blinked, but showed no other response.


Curiosity overcame her reluctance, and Glory asked, “Is he okay? I mean . . . he’s so quiet.”


Granny settled him back on the blanket on the floor and set a plastic pirate ship in front of him. He reached out and began turning the toy in slow circles.


Glory looked away.


“Depends on which of his folks you ask. Jill says he’s just shy and slow to talk. Eric thinks there’s something wrong. They been doctoring a lot lately.” Granny caressed the top of Scott’s blond head. Then she sat back down. “From the looks of your car, you’re plannin’ on a long visit.”


Glory had brought in a single small bag last night. It had been dark enough that Granny hadn’t seen that her car was packed to the roof; pillows and blankets piled on top of TV, stereo, and computer until they were pressed solid against the backseat windows, looking ready to spring out the instant a door was opened.


Time to tread carefully. If Granny thought Glory was planning on hanging around Dawson because she thought Gran needed her, she would pack Glory back in her car and have her headed north before sunset.


“I’m in transition,” Glory said breezily.


Granny raised a gray brow.


“St. Paul wasn’t working out. I’m not sure where I’m going next.” Glory decided to leave it as broad and ambiguous as she could possibly get away with.


After a deep breath, Granny said, “You made your decision to leave here. I cain’t say I understand it, but I won’t be havin’ you change it for me. I just needed a day . . . that’s all.”


Glory didn’t say anything. Instead she concentrated on the shafts of early morning sun that broke through the kitchen window, the hypnotic dance of dust motes. She heard the sound of the toy boat spinning in endless circles. Suddenly she felt just like that boat, spinning, spinning, and going nowhere. As if she were caught in a whirlpool that pulled her deeper the harder she struggled. What would happen if she just stopped struggling? Would she be sucked into a cold blackness and never be able to resurface?


Staying in Tennessee would be like sitting in the eye of the vortex. She felt sure her strength would fail, and the whirlpool would win. But if she left here again, where would she go? Arizona maybe. Someplace where the heat and the blazing sun could bake the cold desperation out of her bones. She hadn’t been west yet. Would the vast differences in landscape cradle her? Did she need a more pronounced differentiation from the lush green of Tennessee? Perhaps beige upon tan, sand and stone, brittle vegetation and prickly cactus would make the difference.


But how could she leave Granny again—knowing that at any time, her sight might fail? Glory had plenty of cousins . . . but none she would trust to care for Granny. They’d put her in a home, or bicker about whose turn it was to take her to the grocery store; they’d make her feel like an invalid. And for a woman like Tula Baker, that would be the cruelest fate of all.


She took Granny’s square, knobby hand in hers. “One day at a time, Gran. Today, let’s pick raspberries.”


As Eric drove the curving road out of the hollow, he realized he was gripping the wheel with brutal force. Wisps of fog reached across the road in places, like fingers of the past trying to force him to stumble. But he couldn’t stumble; there was too much at risk. Glory’s return to Dawson was certainly an unexpected turn of events. He’d just begun to feel secure in thinking his questions were going to remain safely buried with Andrew Harrison.


Why was it that every bad turn his own life had taken pivoted around Andrew Harrison?


Eric remembered the flash of terror that momentarily sparked in Glory’s eyes; how she looked like a fearful child standing there in her oversized T-shirt with Scooby-Doo on the front. He hoped with all of his heart that Glory’s memory of that night remained a blank canvas. He told himself it was to prevent her further pain . . . but the coward in him recognized it for the desperate wish of self-preservation that it was.





Chapter Three



GLORY WAS SKEPTICAL when Granny insisted that Scott could walk all the way to the raspberry patch. It wasn’t a long hike, but with those stubby legs, he’d be taking four steps for their every one.


“Scottie and me walk most every afternoon,” Granny said as she packed the last of the junk they were having to haul for the little guy into a quilted tote.


Glory’s eyes lingered on the bag. Since Pap died, Granny had been supplementing her social security income by selling her quiltwork. For years folks had encouraged her to do it, but Granny had always insisted that her quilts were just to be shared with family and friends—that’s why she enjoyed it so much. Every newlywed couple, each new grandchild and great-grandchild received a quilt lovingly made by Granny. But necessity had won out, and Granny now sold quilted place mats, tote bags, and bed coverlets in touristy places around Gatlinburg.


The bag riding on Granny’s shoulder as they left the house was one of Glory’s favorite patterns, done in colors that reminded her of the hills in October.


Before Granny stepped out the door, she put on her ancient sunglasses with lenses the size of headlights. They made her look like a praying mantis, all long, skinny arms and legs and giant eyes.


They would be walking through the woods the entire way; there should be plenty of shade. Glory must have given Granny an odd look, because Granny said, “Been wearing them outdoors lately even on cloudy days. Just more comfortable.”


Glory paused, contemplating the significance of this revelation. It hadn’t hit home until this very moment that if Granny’s sight deteriorated to the point that she couldn’t quilt, how would she make ends meet? That just added another stone in the “reasons to stay in Dawson” basket.


“Awww, stop lookin’ like that. It don’t mean my eyes are worse. Let’s get goin’.” She led the way down the back steps.


Glory followed along behind Granny and Scott, leaving plenty of space between her and the toddler.


Surprisingly, Scott walked along at a reasonable pace, clinging not to Granny’s hand but to the tail of the baby quilt she had draped over her arm. That quilt was definitely Gran’s work. Had Scott rated up there with Granny’s own grandchildren, or had his parents purchased it? For some reason, the answer mattered to Glory.


“That quilt, it’s beautiful . . . is it Scott’s?” She tried to sound offhand.


“His favorite. Sleeps with it all the time.”


“Gosh, it looks pretty new to have been dragged around by a baby for a couple of years.” She was almost ashamed of herself.


“He’s only had it ’bout six months.”


Glory let go of the fishing line. The answer obviously wasn’t going to come without a direct question, and she wasn’t quite ready to resort to that yet. She felt petty enough already.


The trail was fairly even, well-worn with only slight rises and dips. Scott didn’t once ask to be carried, just trudged along in silence, neither asking questions, nor pointing in curiosity, nor looking beyond the path immediately in front of his feet.


Halfway to the meadow, a narrow, fast-moving stream cut across the path, tumbling around a cluster of smooth gray rocks. Granny shifted the tote and reeled in the blanket, as if to pick up the toddler. For a moment, Glory stood motionless. Then she stepped up.


“I’ve got him.” She grasped Scott under the arms and held his sturdy body away from hers. Then she stepped carefully from the dry top of one rock to the other. Immediately when she reached the other side, she set him back on his own little feet. Then she shoved her hands in her pockets. It was no more personal than lugging a bag of potatoes over the obstacle.


When Granny joined her on the far side, she gave Glory an odd look, slightly puzzled yet slightly reproachful.


Again, Glory felt almost ashamed of herself. What kind of woman was she that she was so resistant to physical contact with this little boy?


She turned away from the question, fearing what she’d see inside herself. She walked on ahead, leaving Granny to set Scott up with his quilt once again.


The raspberry bramble was probably within two hundred yards of Granny’s house, yet felt as isolated as Blue Falls Pond. It sat on the edge of a small clearing, a patch of brilliant sunlight in the green gloaming that covered most of the hollow. Here there was nothing but the still heat of the afternoon and the rustle of foraging squirrels.


Glory blinked against the brightness as she stepped into the clearing. Even with Granny wearing sunglasses, Glory noticed that Granny paused behind her and waited for her eyes to adjust before leaving the shadowy trail.


Immediately the heat of the sun mixed with the heavy humidity, making Glory pluck her T-shirt away from where it clung to her chest. A butterfly flitted in front of her, black wings glistening in the sun, bright blue tail shining like a beacon. She felt Scott’s presence by her leg and wondered if his brown eyes—Eric’s eyes, she realized—followed the flighty course of the butterfly too. She didn’t glance down to see.


“Whew!” Granny fanned herself. “Hot one. Let’s put Scott in the shade over here.”


She spread a blanket under a tall yellow buckeye tree near the thicket. Then she pulled out his toy ship.


Scott soberly walked over and plopped down. Beads of perspiration dotted his forehead.


“Maybe we should give him a drink,” Glory said.


Granny smiled, rummaged in the canvas tote, and brought out a Sippy Cup. She poured water from a bottle into it and handed it to the boy. Then she lifted the bottle toward Glory. “How about you?”


Glory took a long drink, then gave it back to Granny.


When she looked down at Scott again, he was moving the boat in the same tedious circles as he had earlier in the day. He still hadn’t said a word.


“Alrighty. Let’s get to pickin’.” Granny handed Glory a small galvanized bucket. “I’m thinkin’ cobbler.”


Glory grinned and nodded. Berry cobbler and ice cream. The remembered taste sprang onto her tongue. At least once every year during berry season, she and Granny would pick berries and make a cobbler. Then when Pap came home from work, the three of them would eat the entire thing while it was still warm, melting the ice cream into a pool of creamy sweetness. It was always Glory’s favorite day of the summer.


 She moved closer to the berry bushes with her mouth watering. Her first few attempts to pluck berries were marred by sharp stinging scratches from the thorns, but soon she remembered her technique and fared better. Granny was picking four feet away with her back to Scott.


Glory gave frequent sideways glances in their direction.


Every two- and three-year-old she’d ever been around had been out of one thing and into the next, little whirling dervishes. She’d seen mothers exhaust themselves at a park trying to keep their children from eating sand, chasing squirrels into the street, and climbing to dangerous heights.


Again she looked at Granny, who was picking berries with her mouth pursed in concentration. Glory bit her lip, considering.


Granny had always been so vigilant—covering outlets, locking doors, using wire ties on the cabinet under the sink that held the cleaning supplies—when her cousins’ children had been babies. Maybe age had begun to impair her judgment; her seemingly careless nature with this boy finally prickled too much.


“Aren’t you afraid he’ll slip away, get lost out here?” If he ran into the underbrush, he’d be awfully hard to find. There were rock ledges, steep slopes, a dozen streams for drowning, and poisonous plants aplenty here.


Granny cast a quick and casual glance over her shoulder at Scott. “Nah. Once he starts with that boat, he’ll keep at it until you take it away from him.”


Glory could hardly argue the point; there he sat, not even looking at the squirrels as they became braver and grew gradually closer. “Odd.” She was surprised when she realized she’d said it out loud.


Granny sighed. “Reckon it is. He didn’t used to be so . . . so focused.”


“He seems, I don’t know, disconnected. Like he doesn’t really care what’s going on around him.”


“Just try to take the boat away. He’ll throw a hissy that’d wake the dead.”


Glory couldn’t imagine this silent, impassive child reacting that strongly to anything. She went back to her berry picking but kept a sharp ear out for the patter of tiny Nikes making for the woods. All she heard was the steady friction of that boat on the blanket.


Once the buckets were filled, they both sat on the edge of Scott’s blanket to cool off before walking home. Just as Granny had predicted, Scott had stayed in one place, turning his boat the entire time they picked. He didn’t stop when they joined him.


Glory lay on her back, watching a bushy-tailed squirrel jump from branch to branch overhead, chittering loudly.


Granny’s gaze followed hers. “Buckeyes from this tree make a right fine paste.”


Glory’s gaze shifted to her grandmother.


“Pa used to make all of our school paste,” Granny said. “Didn’t know you could buy it at a store ’til I was ten.”


Glory closed her eyes and thought of the jars of white paste with the flat plastic spreader built right into the lid that she’d used in grade school. Paste was cheap. That single statement brought into sharp focus just how poor Granny’s family had been. The kind of poor that even Clarice could never imagine.


But Granny never spoke of being poor, of doing without. Her stories of childhood were all about adventures she and her brothers had had in the hollow. How once they’d actually roamed so far that they’d been lost overnight and her father had whipped the boys for endangering their little sister, when in reality it had been Tula that had led the way. Of the wounded baby bird she’d found in the yard that she’d nursed back to health; of the barn cat’s litter of kittens Tula had taken into Dawson to find homes, then visited on a regular basis to make sure they were being treated well—a feline protection agency of one; of Fourth of July parades and watermelon-eating contests. Never of threadbare, outgrown coats or winters without enough coal for the furnace.


Granny had what couldn’t be bought; she was happy in her own skin, with whatever life gave her.


A bee buzzed nearby. Glory opened one eye to see if it was too near Scott.


Granny said, “You tell your mama you were coming back here?”


Glory shook her head. She really couldn’t explain why she hadn’t called her mother in Florida. Since Glory had left Dawson, she’d been avoiding speaking to her mother as much as possible. Clarice was like a counterpoint to Granny; chased by her own unhappiness and insecurity for years. It was suddenly startling to realize that Glory herself had fallen into a similar mind-set—but at least Glory had just cause. Her mother had lived with a chip on her shoulder most of her life. From grade school on, the driving force inside Clarice Baker had been to divorce herself from the hollow.


The first step in that transition had happened the weekend after high school graduation when she had married Glory’s father, Jimmy Johnston, a town boy in her class whose parents both held respectable jobs with the telephone company and had a nice new ranch-style house on the outskirts of Dawson. But Clarice soon discovered that her new husband had no intention of following in his parents’ footsteps by finding a job that offered security and a pension, and buying a nice house on a quiet Dawson street. Jimmy loved dirt-track racing as much as he loved anything in his life. Clarice had settled for a mobile home on a city lot and a husband gone every weekend. But at least it was out of the hollow.


When Glory was four, her dad had been killed in a motorcycle accident. The thing Glory remembered most about him was the smell of Goop, the hand cleanser he used after working on engines.


After he died, his parents, Glory’s other grandparents, retired and moved to Florida. Clarice had gone to work at the bank as a teller. She was trapped in the mobile home, but she spent her salary proving to the town that she and her daughter were respectable—Girl Scouts, ballet lessons, and brand-name clothes for Glory; manicured nails and bridge club for herself. She had encouraged Glory to run for student government and try out for cheerleader. Clarice was fifteen times more excited when she made both than Glory had been.


The icing on Clarice’s cake had been Glory’s marriage to Andrew Harrison, son of the most prominent family in Dawson. But even in that moment, the hollow had reached out and laid a hand on her shoulder. At the garden wedding reception, Glory had been standing beside her mother when they overheard someone say through the meticulously manicured boxwood hedge, “She seems like a nice enough young woman, especially considering where her people come from.” Glory had had to grasp her mother’s wrist to keep her from reaching through the hedge and grabbing the woman by the throat.


Clarice had moved to Florida the next month.


When Glory left Dawson after the fire, her mother had been insistent that she come to stay with her. After all, Florida had saved Clarice from her world of slight and unhappiness; surely it would do the same for Glory.


But Glory had needed to be alone, not coddled in a way that reminded her every day of her loss. She’d struck out first for Asheville, then to a small town in Ohio, then to Kansas City, and finally St. Paul.


She had yet to forget her loss.


On their way back from berry picking, they took a fork in the trail that took them past a plain white clapboard church with a row of clear-glass-paned windows lining either side. In the churchyard stood an old iron fence that surrounded the graveyard where Bakers and Prathers (Granny had been a Prather before she married Pap) had buried their dead since long before the Civil War. From here they would follow the gravel road the rest of the way to Granny’s house.


It had never struck Glory before how limited the geographic scope of Granny’s life had been. She’d been born on a farm not three miles from where she now lived. She’d gone to school a mile from that farm in a building that housed first through twelfth grades—before the days of consolidation. She and Pap had been married in this church, her seven children had been baptized here. And she’d buried her parents, three siblings, a husband, and one child in this graveyard.


Carrying the tote and berry pails, Glory walked just ahead of Granny and Scott as they passed the front of the church.


Granny said, “I believe I’ll stop for a minute.”


Glory turned around. Granny was standing beside the cemetery fence. “Okay,” Glory said, and started toward the gate.


“You and Scott go on ahead. I have some things to discuss with your granddad.”


Glory didn’t know which alarmed her more, being alone with Scott or her grandmother thinking she could converse with the dead.


It must have shown on her face because Granny was quick to add, “I ain’t crazy. It’s what keeps troubles from weighing you down—sharing them with someone. Always did run things past Sam.” She winked at Glory. “Now he can’t disagree with my conclusions.”


“We’ll just wait here.” Glory cast a furtive look at Scott, who was in the end sniffles of the tantrum Granny had accurately predicted when they put the boat away. They hadn’t been able to leave the meadow for ten minutes after; he howled, stiff-legged, reacting to Granny’s soothing touches as if they were hot pokers against his skin. Getting him moving back toward home had been an exercise in patience. But Granny had done it, one hard-fought step at a time. Now he was moving along fairly well. Glory wondered why Gran insisted on upsetting the apple cart.


Granny seemed to be sizing up the distance from Pap’s headstone and the path, as if gauging whether Glory would be able to overhear. Finally, she said, “All right.”


Glory and Scott stood at the front of the little church as Granny walked over to Pap’s grave. Glory continued to hear Scott’s quivering breaths and sniffles, but didn’t dare do or say anything for fear she’d set him off again.


Granny laid her hand on Pap’s headstone, keeping her back to the gate. Glory saw Granny’s hands gesture and her head move as she spoke, as if she were sitting across the table from him.


After a few minutes, Granny returned, a look of serene composure on her face. Glory hadn’t thought of Granny as tense, but there was a definite change in her as she stepped out of the cemetery.


Glory had not returned to Andrew’s grave since the funeral. After seeing Granny’s renewed calm, Glory wondered if a visit to his graveside would offer a new perspective on her own life.


Instead of calm rising from that thought, dread crept over her skin like a damp humid night in August.


Scott was taking a nap on a quilt on the floor of Granny’s living room. The afternoon temperature had continued to climb, and Granny’s house didn’t have air-conditioning; the floor was the coolest place. And for some unthinkable reason, Granny had decided to fry chicken for dinner.


“Really, Gran, let’s just do tuna salad or something,” Glory said, then leaned against the kitchen counter and took a long swig of sweet tea. She hadn’t realized until now how much she’d missed sweet tea while living up north. She rested the dewy cold glass against the side of her neck and welcomed the shiver it gave her.


“I won’t have your first dinner back home come from a can.” Granny turned from the stove to deliver one of her “don’t argue with me” looks. The entire end of her nose was a flour blotch—definitely counteracting the bad-ass look she was trying to deliver.


Glory’s heart nearly burst with love. Tula Baker was probably the only woman in this century who would fry chicken in ninety-degree heat just because her granddaughter had come home. Laughing, Glory stepped closer and wiped the spot from Gran’s nose. “In that case, what can I do to help?”


Granny took a swipe at her nose, as if shooing a bothersome fly, replacing the flour Glory had just brushed away. “Go out and pick the ripe tomatoes from the garden.” Then, as Glory headed for the door, Granny added, “You do remember how to tell a ripe ’un?”


Glory shoved her hands on her hips. “No need to get nasty just ’cause I’m tidy and you can’t keep the flour off your face. I hear some of the best cooks are slobs in the kitchen—have to have people like me to clean up after them.”


Granny dipped her fingers in the flour and flipped them at Glory, who ducked the puff of white and ran out the door giggling.


She muttered as she entered the garden, “Do I remember how to tell a ripe tomato? Really.”


She could feel taut red skin under her fingertips just thinking about it. Twenty years of working with Granny in the garden had left her with the touch for things ripe. That oddly phrased thought made her giggle to herself. The laughter started somewhere beneath her breastbone and bubbled right up through her lips. The late-afternoon sun was warm on her head, she smelled dinner cooking through the open kitchen window, and her toes dug into the warm, rich earth beneath her feet. She would never have guessed she’d feel this good ever again, especially in Tennessee.


“Never heard a woman laugh like that at tomatoes.” A man’s voice came from behind her. “They must have a great stand-up routine.”


After this morning Eric hesitated saying anything to Glory at all, had nearly bypassed her, taking the opportunity to bundle Scott out of the house while she was occupied outside. But she looked so childlike crouched in the garden, and her laugh had sounded so light that he hadn’t been able to help himself.


Glory turned her head, her smile steady, her auburn hair tossed over her shoulder, fiery in the sunlight. It was a relief that her smile remained when she looked at him. She was beautiful in a way he hadn’t noticed this morning. They had each been too unprepared for the other, too unsteady in the moment of surprise.


He crossed his arms over his chest. “Me, I’ve always found cucumbers have the best one-liners.” That’s it, keep the mood light. He wanted to prolong that delightful sparkle in her eye.


She straightened up, lifting the basketful of tomatoes with her. “Then it’s obvious that you’re not very familiar with Granny’s tomatoes. A couple of them have actually appeared in Vegas.” She started in his direction. “Of course, the span of their careers is limited by the availability of good, reliable refrigeration.”


At that he chuckled, as much in relief as at her joke. He needed Tula. He didn’t want to have to avoid this place because of Glory. And in this moment, he felt just the opposite might happen.


As she stepped out of the garden, he put his hand out to take the laden basket. It looked as if she’d hand it over, then she hesitated and pulled it close to her waist. She glanced down at the ground, and when she looked back at him all of the laughter had faded from her eyes.


She said, “I owe you an apology . . . actually, two.”


He started to wave her comment away, then paused. “Why two?”


“First, for my little scene this morning. I don’t know why—”


“Hey, you were caught off guard.” He lifted a shoulder. “Plus you were already running on adrenaline when you flew into the kitchen. Actually, it’s nice to see someone worry about Tula. She’s always doing for everyone else.”


“Yes, she is.” Glory paused. “And as long as we’re on the subject”—she glanced at the back door of the house—“and Gran’s out of earshot, I really think you should reconsider having her sit for Scott. I don’t know how much she’s told you about her condition—”


Dread gripped his chest. “Condition? She’s ill? Is that why you’re back?”


“Her eyesight. She has macul—”


“Oh, that.” He blew out a breath. “You had me scared there for a minute. Of course she’s told me about her ‘condition,’ but you’d better not let her hear you call it that.”


“Granny downplays the seriousness of it. But—”


“I’ve done my research. I know full well there might come a time when she has to bow to . . . limitations. We’ve talked about it. She’s assured me that she’ll let me know if it becomes a problem.”


Glory barked out a sharp cackle. “You don’t really think she’ll ever admit it, do you?”


He looked at her, tensed with annoyance. “Yes,” he said stiffly. “I do. She would never risk Scott’s safety by keeping him if she wasn’t fit.”


She didn’t reply, just stood there looking at him like he didn’t have a brain in his head.
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