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Carry Me Home


Terri Wiltshire


PAN BOOKS




 


To my friends and family in Alabama.


No matter where I live in this world you will always be home.










 





Luke: The Beginning





October 1904


Nobody ever stayed in Lander, Alabama. Not if they’d been 

there before. It was the last stop before crossing into Georgia 

and if a man was looking for work he could cover three states 

in one night before hopping an L&N all the way to Norfolk, 

Virginia. Most of those coming in on the eleven o’clock from 

Chattanooga just hunkered down in the shadow of the boxcar 

and kept going. Those who did stop were usually new to 

the line. Or desperate. They would have heard there was a 

cotton mill in town and figured they could smooth-talk their 

way into a few weeks’ work. But they’d soon learn. The foreman 

at the mill never hired casual help. Not when his own 

people worked overtime without pay and wouldn’t dream of 

complaining. They lived in houses owned by the mill, built 

on a few acres of wasteland and rented out to the workers, 

cheap. Just thirty-five lucky families who’d rather work a few 

hours without pay than risk losing a roof over their heads. 

The houses in the mill village had been built with warped 

timber and the inner walls were made from reinforced cardboard. 

Moss grew in the cracks of the floorboards because 

the roof leaked every time it rained. But it was better than 

picking fruit and sleeping in an open field.


Most of the hobos who traveled the Chattanooga line knew about Lander, but there were always some who hadn’t 

heard. A Yankee who’d left the slaughterhouses of Chicago 

in search of green open spaces. Or a new kid who’d just 

joined the rails, full of romantic notions and still living off 

the biscuits his momma had made a few days before. Then 

there were others who’d been riding the line so long they’d 

stopped looking for reasons to go anywhere in particular. 

They were just along for the ride and Lander was as good a 

place as any to snatch a bit of conversation and dip a tin cup 

into a pot of watered-down soup. So in spite of Lander’s reputation, 

there were always a dozen or more vagrants loitering 

around the railroad yard late at night, pulling out their best 

traveling stories, waiting for morning and their chance at the 

cotton mill.


When the eleven o’clock rolled in the men who’d come in 

on the Memphis line had already claimed their spots for the 

night. It was mild for October and the air was filled with 

the sound of distant farm dogs, a few contented snores and 

the low conversations of the men gathered around a small 

fire and a pot of hobo stew. As the train slowed to a crawl, 

the doors of the boxcars were pushed open and men with 

dirty, vacant faces appeared from the shadows, each swinging 

himself to the ground with one arm. A few hurried to 

grab whatever corners were left for sleeping. Others joined 

the group around the fire. A kid, no more than fifteen, 

ambled towards them but stopped, calling over his shoulder.


‘Hey . . . Cornell! Corny? You need help gettin’ down?’


An elderly black man, crippled with rheumatism, shuffled 

into the light at the edge of a boxcar and smiled apologetically.


‘Yes, sir, I reckon I do.’


The boy helped him down and held his arm a few paces 

until the old man regained his balance. Corny reached into 

his pocket and pulled out a small onion. He handed it to the 

kid and winked.


‘Carried that all the way from Johnson City. Add it to the 

pot fer me.’


The young man tossed it into the air.


‘Ain’t you comin’ over? There ain’t likely to be much left 

by the time them greedy bastards get to it.’


The old man shook his head.


‘Naw. I got a bellyache been givin’ me trouble since I left 

Kentucky.’


He patted the bottle of whiskey in his top pocket and 

smiled.


‘Been takin’ my remedy, but it ain’t doin’ much good. I’m 

gonna get me some shut-eye.’


The kid gave his shoulder an affectionate pat.


‘I’ll save you a cup for later.’


The old man nodded as he headed towards the rusted 

hulk of a derailed boxcar. The kid joined the men around the 

fire and settled down for a few hours of tall tales and one-upmanship.





They heard the wagons first. More than one, traveling 

lickety-split down the old Mill Road. Then they heard 

the agitated whine of dogs; a couple of packs it sounded like, 

and the low rumble of men with a grudge. It was almost midnight 

and could mean only one thing. The hobos scattered 

across the yard, quietly rousing those who were sleeping 

before running into the woods and heading for the river. The 

kid followed blindly along, terrified by the fear he’d seen on 

the other men’s faces; men who were hardened veterans. He 

was wading waist deep in river water before he remembered 

Corny.





In the woods nearby David-Wayne Calhoun scrambled frantically 

through the labyrinth of pine trees. The branches obscured 

the sky, but sporadic pinpoints of moonlight guided 

him. The carpeted layers of pine needles cushioned the woods of sound and amplified his breathing. He yelped as a stray 

pine cone wedged between the soft flesh of his toes. He 

limped for a few feet but the angry yelps of the dogs grew 

louder, urging him on.





Cornell was asleep and dreaming of lavender. Lavender water 

dabbed lightly behind her ears. He hadn’t smelled it in almost 

forty years, but in his dreams it was as strong and as sweet 

as ever. He’d heard the shouting but paid no attention. Nothing 

but drunks gettin’ too rowdy on moonshine. Cornell had 

learned to sleep anywhere – in any conditions. The only thing 

that could rouse him into action was some good-fer-nothin’ 

son-of-a-bitch trying to steal his shoes. They might think he 

was old and feeble but they’d have a time getting his shoes 

off him. He’d fought too hard for them. They’d belonged to 

Clarkie Potts before him; fine leather, with double stitching 

across the toe. Better than anything else he’d seen on the 

line. When Clarkie Potts died of fever, he figured they rightly 

belonged to him, but they hadn’t come easy, not without a 

good fight; and he knew he’d spend the rest of his life fighting 

to keep them.


A beefy hand grabbed his foot and he reacted quickly, 

but there were more hands, reaching and pulling. His ankles. 

His crotch. He grunted in surprise as he was dragged from 

beneath the boxcar but he raised his fists, ready to take on 

any man who dared steal what rightly belonged to him. Too 

confused to be frightened he stared into a circle of lanterns, 

trying to make out the shadowy images behind them.


‘You tryin’ to hide, nigger?’


The man with the beefy hands kicked the old man in the 

thigh. Corny lowered his fists, relieved. He wouldn’t have to 

fight some young upstart for his shoes after all. He’d been run 

out of town enough times to know what this was about. 

They’d rough him up a little, drive him out past the county line, and warn him about ever coming back, but they wouldn’t 

take his shoes. He smiled up at the man.


‘Naw-sir . . . I thought you was—’


Someone stepped from the circle of shadows and slapped 

him, hard, with the back of his hand.


‘Cain’t hide from the law, boy.’


The leader raised his gun into the air and fired three times. 

Another shadow lunged forward, smashing the old man’s 

face with the butt of his rifle and the leader squatted in the 

dirt, holding the lantern over Corny’s head.


‘You like little girls, nigger?’


The old man’s eye was swelling to a close and thick black 

blood oozed down the side of his face. His expression had 

changed from confusion to fearful realization. He tried to 

squirm out of reach, under the boxcar, but they grabbed his 

legs and dragged him back.


‘You been playin’ with white girls, ain’t you, boy?’


He struggled to stand . . . groping up the side of the 

boxcar.


‘Naw-sir. I ain’t never. I been sleepin’. That’s all I was 

doin’.’


Someone slammed a rifle into the small of his back and he 

slid back down into a heap. He began to whimper, rocking 

back and forth, his head buried in his arms.


‘I ain’t never. I never did. I been sleepin’. That’s all I been 

doin’.’


His shoulder was wrenched back and he felt the coarse 

rope yanked over his head. His bladder emptied and he 

began to cry.





In the woods nearby, David-Wayne kept running.










 





Canaan





August 2002


It was the mailbox she saw first, leaning to the left – an abandoned 

flag of discovery on a plot of land that no one wanted. 

The door was hanging by a hinge and rust had nibbled away 

most of the hand-painted letters on the side, but it was still 

there, feeble and defiant, marking the long dusty road that 

led to the Old Stewart Place. People still called it that even 

though her grandmother had been a Phillips for almost sixty 

years. To a stranger, it sounded like a grand plantation instead 

of a timber farmhouse with a couple of sheds tacked onto the 

back, pretending to be bedrooms.


Canaan Phillips twisted her wedding band around her 

finger with her thumb. The mailbox had never held any significance 

before but suddenly there it was – and just the sight 

of it made her feel queasy.


The bus pulled onto the dirt shoulder and hissed to a stop. 

There was no one there to meet her. And no one on the road. 

The house looked further away than she remembered. And 

much smaller. The sun was just rising above White’s Gap 

Mountain, and its pink rays turned the Alabama clay road 

the color of dried blood. She thought her grandmother might 

have walked down when she heard the bus make the hairpin 

turn at the Wilson Farm. Sound carried across the cornfields when the wind had a lift to it and this gift of nature had 

always served her grandmother well. Visitors had never been 

able to take her by surprise. Maybe she didn’t hear. She’s a lot 

older now. Probably not as able-bodied as she used to be.


Canaan watched the bus leave. Watched it travel down the 

long stretch of Highway 16. Waited just in case she decided 

to run after it – leave her worldly belongings to die a quiet 

death along with the mailbox and hightail it across the fields, 

cut it off before it reached the bend and crossed over the 

Chickasaw County line. A thin heat-haze was already hovering 

a few inches above the tarmac and she could feel the first 

dribble of sweat down her back. She’d forgotten how hot 

August could be down South. Welcome home, missy. She’d 

probably pass out before she reached the bus, collapse below 

Mr Wilson’s soybean plants and no one would find her until 

September. The bus disappeared behind a clump of scrubby 

crab-apple trees that her grandmother insisted on calling 

Harper’s Wood. Her chance had passed. She looked towards 

the house. Her grandmother had come out onto the porch, 

wiping her hands on a dishtowel and squinting down the 

road. Canaan waved. Her grandmother turned and retreated 

behind the dark screen door, so she picked up her suitcases 

and started her last trek home.





Some glad mornin’ when this life is o’er . . . I’ll fly away . . . 

to a land beyond celestial shores . . . I’ll fly away – Canaan 

rolled over and faced the clock radio as the Jubilee Gospel 

Singers continued to rock for Jesus. She pressed the snooze 

button then slowly eased her legs over the side of the bed. 

They were still in good shape. Not bad for thirty-six, she 

thought, if you ignored the rest of her.


The early-afternoon sun cast low shadows at her feet as 

the arthritic blades of the window fan tried, in vain, to fluff 

up the soggy summer air. It was too hot to get dressed, but 

her grandmother didn’t approve of her wandering the house in her underwear. Her hair was still damp from the shower. 

Good to wash the diesel fumes out – even better to crawl into 

her old bed after all these years. But those safe, contented 

feelings had already faded. She hunched forward, allowing 

herself a deep, self-pitying moan. The medication was wearing 

off. She was beginning to ache again. She inched her fingers 

down her spine towards the deep purple bruise on the small 

of her back. More bruises crept up her ribcage, in angry contrast 

to her pale New York skin. Still groggy, she rummaged 

through the suitcases that lay open on the floor and the bed. 

They spilled over with clothes dumped hastily from drawers 

and torn from hangers: dried flowers, crushed and broken; a 

few crippled baskets; a toaster. The pitiful remains of her life 

in New York. Wrapped inside a sweater was the espresso 

machine Jonathon had given her the Christmas they couldn’t 

even afford wrapping paper. She didn’t drink espresso. Hated 

it, in fact, but Jonathon loved it and that was reason enough 

to take it with her when she left.


She kicked one of the suitcases and nearly lost her balance. 

I know I packed them. Her head was pounding. She 

opened the dresser drawer, digging through her junior-high 

knee socks and the flannel nightgowns that her grandmother 

had bought her every single birthday from the Sears catalog. 

Her childhood bedroom had not changed in eighteen years. 

Not since the morning she’d stuffed a small duffel bag with 

blue jeans and halter-tops and traveled North in search of a 

more adventurous life than Lander could offer. Not once, in 

all the years she’d been gone, had she thought of her old 

room with any shred of nostalgia or homesickness. But that 

morning when she opened the door, there was something comforting 

about the earthy smell of old quilts and the reassuring 

permanence of the four-poster bed. The bed had belonged 

to her great-grandmother, Emma Stewart, and according to 

family folklore, had been built inside the room as a wedding 

present and had never ventured beyond the bedroom door. It had weathered generations of ill-treatment by overcrowded 

siblings and sullen, daydreaming teenagers. It had survived 

the peace stickers of the sixties and the psychedelic paint 

tricks of the seventies, remaining untouched and unchanged 

except for a few superficial nicks and dents. My momma had 

ever’ one of her babies in that bed. Canaan’s grandmother, 

Lou Venie, dragged this scrap of ancestral history out as 

often as possible as if this fact alone endowed it with some 

special privilege or respect. That morning, travel-weary and 

emotionally drained, Canaan had enjoyed the firm support of 

the feather-tick pillows under her neck. She’d run her hand 

over the back of the headboard, relieved to find the petrified 

remains of chewing gum that her mother, as a teenager, had 

deposited just before going to sleep. Lou Venie had threatened 

to scrape them off for years, but Canaan had fought 

to keep them. They were tangible proof that her mother 

had existed. Each night as a child, before closing her eyes, 

Canaan had touched them for luck, assured that she would 

be kept safe until morning. But not anymore. She’d discovered 

a new magic.


She slammed the last drawer of the bureau and looked 

around, trying to remember where she’d hidden them. Slumping 

at the dressing table, she stared into the mirror. The edges 

of her black eye had already turned a plummy yellow but the 

bruise around her lip was still a deep navy blue. She leaned 

closer and studied her bloodshot eyes, her reflection framed 

with souvenirs of an earlier life, relics of hope and expectation. 

The corsage from her senior prom clung to faded ribbon 

and her graduation tassel dangled below it, partially obscuring 

a small snapshot of Canaan in a cap and gown, standing 

beside her grandmother. At the top of the mirror, tucked 

inside a cardboard frame, was a photograph of Canaan at 

the Homecoming dance in 1984. She was standing on a 

Japanese bridge, with a pimply-faced date she vaguely 

remembered was named Dougie or Petie. She had planned a better homecoming than this; dripping with success, not 

stumbling down the steps of a Greyhound with a few 

battered suitcases. Not dressed in a shabby pair of Jonathon’s 

blue jeans and an old football jersey from a quarterback 

she’d dated for two weeks in high school. Not feeling so old.


Her hair, dead and lifeless, fell below her shoulders, a 

tired version of the style she’d worn in her teens. Her hair 

had been a luxurious thick swirl of chestnut and, although 

she’d never been a beauty, there had been a spark in her eyes 

that made people notice her. But now, unloved and untouched 

by fashion or style, her hair was brittle and shapeless and the 

sunken hollows below her eyes had deepened like the bruised 

flesh of a peach. Her soulful eyes and delicate lips had rarely 

touched make-up, but what as a teenager made her look 

wholesome and freshly scrubbed, now just made her look 

exhausted.


She picked up an old handbag, streaked with city grime, 

and heard the pills rattle reassuringly inside. She remembered 

now. Her grandmother had come in to coax a sausage and 

biscuit down her malnourished throat and she’d shoved the 

pills into the first thing she could find. There were only a few 

left, but she was a pro at getting pills when she needed them. 

Once the bruises had healed, she’d choose one of the anonymous 

doctors at the new clinic, someone who’d come from 

somewhere beyond Lander; a stranger who didn’t know her. 

She’d say something like, It’s the damn crickets. Just can’t get 

used to them. I miss the city, you know . . . traffic and sirens. 

They would share a good-natured laugh about living in the 

country and then she’d tell him, with the slightest hint of 

humility, I don’t usually take pills. He’d smile as he handed 

her the prescription, maybe pat her hand, the way Southerners 

do: Everybody needs help once in a while.


The doctor in New York had said the same thing, and 

she’d believed him, convinced her troubles with Jonathon would smooth over after a while. The pills had been a temporary 

solution to help shorten the nights when her husband 

had been huddled over his piano in some jazz club on the 

West side of town. She’d never been there and he’d made it 

clear she wasn’t invited. The pills had helped muddle up the 

mornings-after and had mercifully broken her of certain 

habits. Like sniffing his shirts . . . searching obsessively for 

the perfume she didn’t wear.


She tossed the pill to the back of her throat and took a 

swig of flat cola.


‘Canaan? You up?’


She hid the bottle in the back of her sock drawer and 

grabbed a robe.


‘Just a minute.’


As usual Lou Venie ignored her. Shoving the door open, 

she glanced suspiciously around the room. Thirty-six years 

old and her grandmother still tried to catch her smoking or 

reading what she called trash. Lou Venie Phillips had a well-seasoned 

face but, in spite of her years, she had a strong handshake, 

a confident walk, and a tart tongue. Her complete 

lack of vanity, an eccentricity that had embarrassed Canaan 

in her teenage years, was still apparent in the cast-off clothing 

she wore: plain cotton trousers, raggedly cut off below 

the knee, and canvas tennis shoes that were missing their 

laces. Her sleeveless blouse exposed arms that sagged with 

spare, suntanned flesh, but revealed the lingering evidence of 

the powerful muscles she’d developed as a farm wife. Her 

slate-gray hair was pulled back with a turquoise elastic band 

and a pair of cheap drugstore reading glasses dangled around 

her neck from one of her missing shoe strings.


Canaan tied the robe around her and sat at the dressing 

table trying to work out the damp tangles of her hair. Her 

grandmother snatched a towel from the bedpost.


‘Canaan, how many times I told you not to hang wet things on the bed? My momma had ever’ one of her babies in 

that bed. You oughta show more respect.’


She spread the towel over the windowsill and stooped to 

collect a pile of Canaan’s clothes from the floor.


‘I take it these are meant for the wash.’


‘No, some are clean. I’ll sort them later.’


Lou Venie sighed as if she knew better and dropped them 

on a chair. She slid the suitcase from the end of the bed to the 

floor before tugging and straightening the sheets.


‘I left you a plate lunch in the oven.’


‘I’m not hungry.’


‘You hardly touched breakfast.’


‘I had a candy bar on the bus.’


Her grandmother frowned and grabbing two corners of 

the quilt, she snapped it sharply in the air before smoothing 

it into place.


‘In my house you eat regular meals. Don’t care what bad 

habits you got into up North.’


She punched a pillow and slammed it into position. 

Canaan closed her eyes and swallowed.


‘Lou Venie – I’ll do that.’


‘Don’t take a minute.’


Canaan gritted her teeth, digging through the pile of 

clothes for something to wear.


‘Did you set my alarm?’


‘It ain’t good for you to sleep so much in the day.’


Lou Venie tossed Canaan’s gaudy collection of carnival-prize 

teddy bears on top of the pillows.


‘I called up Kyle Bernard this mornin’. You remember 

Kyle. Year or two below you. He’s assistant manager at Piggly 

Wiggly now. Says he can give you a job at the deli counter.’


Canaan could feel the heat rise in her face. She swallowed.


‘You talked to him about me?’


‘Now don’t get all uppity. I didn’t give no particulars.’


Her grandmother pulled the citrus-yellow bear out of the 

line-up and shoved him next to the pink one.


‘I don’t need you to find me a job, Lou Venie. And if I did 

it sure wouldn’t be Piggly Wiggly.’


‘You think you’re too good for that kind of work?’


Canaan sighed and tried to sound sure.


‘No. Of course not.’


‘Well, that’s what it sounds like to me.’


Canaan dropped the robe to get dressed and in the mirror 

she saw, with guilty satisfaction, the shock on her grandmother’s 

face. Lou Venie looked away.


‘Well, you gotta work somewhere.’


‘I’m not planning to stay that long.’


Lou Venie snorted.


‘Ain’t been here two minutes and already lookin’ for a 

way out.’


‘There’s nothing for me in Lander. Never was.’


There was a flicker of hurt in the old woman’s eyes, but 

before Canaan could apologize, it was gone and her grandmother 

had moved on to other things. As Canaan pulled 

on a pair of shorts, Lou Venie picked up the suitcase and 

returned it to the end of the bed.


‘Anyway . . . I told Kyle you’d come by and talk to him 

about it.’


‘I can’t see anybody looking like this.’


‘I said you’d be around in a few weeks. Once you was settled. 

You’ll be healed up by then.’


Lou Venie opened a bureau drawer and started unpacking 

Canaan’s suitcase.


‘Please don’t do that. I’ll get to it later.’


‘If I left it to you, it’d be here come Judgement Day.’


Canaan gave up. It was a battle she’d never won and her 

weapons were rusty. She pulled the T-shirt over her head and 

wandered over to the window. Gazing out over the cornfields she could just see the glimmer of a tin roof and the glint of a 

metal stovepipe.


‘Does Luke know I’m back?’


‘Came up here while you was sleepin’. Didn’t want me to 

bother you.’


‘How is he?’


‘Gettin’ more peculiar every day. People up town are complainin’. 

But I cain’t exactly tie him to his bed.’


‘Damn rednecks.’


The suitcase empty, Lou Venie checked the side pockets.


‘Well, your aunt Peggy thinks I oughta put him in a home. 

Says if it was her—’


Lou Venie lifted a small black-and-white photograph 

from behind the elastic pocket. It was a picture of Canaan’s 

mother Ruthie, a young woman, barely seventeen, leaning 

towards the camera like a Hollywood siren. Her cheek was 

cradled in the cup of one delicate hand. Her fingernails were 

short and painted and around her slender wrist was a heavy 

gold charm bracelet. Lou Venie’s face was rigid with anger as 

she moved accusingly towards her granddaughter.


‘Where did you get this?’


Canaan glanced at the picture.


Stupid. So stupid. Should’ve known she’d find it.


‘I said . . . where did you get this?’


Canaan tried to be dismissive.


‘I had it in college.’


Lou Venie was shaking now, a pink rash rising from her 

collar.


‘You stole it.’


‘I found it.’


‘You STOLE it! You got no right to have this!’


She began to tear it into tiny pieces and Canaan lunged 

forward.


‘Give it back!’


‘Takin’ a person’s private things. You got no right!’


As Lou Venie continued to rip and tear, Canaan scrambled 

for the pieces.


‘You didn’t want it! You didn’t want anything of hers. 

Not her pictures, not her things, not me!’


Lou Venie stepped back, releasing her grip, and Canaan 

retrieved the pieces from between her fingers. Her grandmother’s 

face slackened and she said it again but with less 

conviction.


‘You’ve got no right.’


Canaan snatched the last few pieces that had fallen to the 

floor.


‘She was my mother. You can’t change that, Lou Venie.’


She stormed out, clenching the pieces in her fists. As she 

stepped off the back porch and headed towards the cornfield 

she heard her grandmother at the back door.


‘This is still my house!’


She walked faster as Lou Venie continued to shout.


‘Come back here! Canaan? You hear me? Always runnin’! 

Just like your momma!’


Canaan stopped running when all she could hear was the 

rustle of corn. It was the same place, the same sound she’d 

run to as a child. Sitting in the dirt, trying to piece the fragments 

of her mother’s picture together, she suddenly felt like 

an idiot. A grown woman hiding in the cornfield. Scrapping 

with her grandmother like a playground delinquent. She’d 

been crazy to think that time might have unraveled the old 

patterns.


Throughout her childhood, the subject of Canaan’s mother 

had been buried as deeply as the unadorned grave in the 

White’s Gap Baptist churchyard. She had grown up hiding 

the handful of photographs she’d found in the old shoebox 

and sneaking out to the safety of the cornfield to look them 

over again and again. As far as her grandmother was concerned, 

Canaan’s history began the day she arrived at the Old 

Stewart Place. Nothing before was allowed to exist.










 





Luke





March 1905


The groom was late and for a wild moment, Myra thought 

there might still be a chance. If Thom backed out she was 

sure she could talk Travis into sending Emma away until 

after the baby was born. Put it up for adoption. Let it grow 

up with its own kind. They could start over in another town. 

No one would know.


The night Emma had come home beaten and raped, 

Myra’s first concern had been to keep it secret. No need to let 

misfortune ruin her daughter’s chances at a decent marriage. 

But the lynching had ended all hope of that. Myra would 

have preferred to pretend it never happened but Travis had 

insisted on justice for his little girl. Later, when it was obvious 

that a baby was on the way, they had decided the best 

option was to marry her off quickly.


Now, as the three of them waited in the front pew of the 

White’s Gap Baptist church, listening to the preacher sucking 

his teeth and tapping his New Testament with his middle 

finger, she wasn’t so sure. More than anyone, she knew how 

difficult it was to overcome a bad marriage. According to her 

own family, Myra had married beneath her and over the 

years she’d been forced to admit they were right. Travis was 

a kind husband, generous and easy to manipulate, but he would never be able to give his wife the things she desperately 

wanted. As the owner of the town’s one and only 

barbershop, Travis had kept her in decent dresses but they’d 

certainly never reached the pinnacles of respectability that 

she desired. Travis was a well-loved character in town. A 

congenial storyteller who was quick to laugh and even 

quicker with free haircuts when he deemed it a special occasion. 

Tillson boy got his first job in Garland, Myra. Couldn’t 

send him off shaggy-headed. He don’t have much money. 

Ain’t started his job yet. After he gets settled in, you just 

watch, he’ll be back to pay up. Of course the Tillson boy 

never did come back. Nor did anyone else. Not to cheat 

Travis. They simply forgot, or took him at his word when he 

repeatedly waved his hand at them dismissively. Don’t you 

worry about it. You got a new baby to feed. It was obvious 

to Myra from early in the marriage that if there was any 

respect to be gained, besides the lovable buffoonery her husband 

had cultivated, it was up to her. She’d imagined herself 

the proud matriarch of half a dozen children. Boys who’d go 

on to become doctors or bankers and daughters who’d marry 

wealthy businessmen. But those visions had shriveled away 

when Emma was born and Doc Caldwell had told her that 

was it – the well was dry. From that day forward Emma was 

expected to provide redemption for her mother’s bad choices. 

For years, Myra forced her way into distant friendships, grasping 

at the tiniest threads of acquaintance, hoping to plant her 

daughter’s dainty feet firmly within the borders of higher 

society. Emma’s wedding day was to have been her reward 

for all the sacrifices she’d made. An affirmation of her rightful 

place. But it had not turned out that way. There would be 

no cake, no guests and no flowers except for the pitiful handful 

of black-eyed Susans that Travis had insisted on picking. 

She’d caught him that morning sneaking up to Emma’s room, 

the roots still clinging to the soil they’d been forced from. A girl oughta have flowers on her weddin’ day, Myra. It ain’t 

her fault.


But Myra couldn’t help feeling that it was.


Travis reached over and took his daughter’s hand, giving 

it a gentle squeeze and Myra felt a pang of jealousy. He’d 

always doted on Emma, but he had been overly protective 

since the night of the rape, determined to make everything 

all right. For the first time in their married life, Travis had 

decided to take a stand, to make decisions without consulting 

his wife and she didn’t like it one bit. Not that there had 

been much choice to begin with. She had to admit that Thom 

Stewart had been their one and only prospect, but she would 

have liked to have had her say. Thom was a shy, reclusive 

bachelor, over twenty years older than his fourteen-year-old 

bride. His mother had died when he was born, and his father 

when he was seventeen. As word had spread of his father’s 

death, women of varying ages had mentally rubbed their 

hands together in anticipation of a vulnerable new recruit to 

the marriage stable; one who now owned his own farm. For 

weeks after the funeral, a steady stream of women dressed 

in their best finery from ruffles and flounces to silk widow’s 

weeds had pushed and shoved their pot roasts and buttermilk 

biscuits in the poor boy’s face. When he’d made it clear that 

he wasn’t in the market for a good woman, female visits and 

hot meals had dwindled until at last he had been left to his 

own company, forgotten and ignored. But it didn’t stop the 

women of Lander from speculating on the oddity and downright 

selfishness of a man of thirty-seven living alone.


Myra was working out her ‘moving away and starting 

over’ speech for Travis when Thom appeared at the back 

door of the church, shaking and terrified, in a pair of lifeless 

denim overalls and a new shirt. During the vows his eyes had 

remained fastened to the floor and his calloused hands 

had taken hold of Emma’s only at the insistence of Reverend 

Miles. Afterwards, as Myra stood on the church steps with Travis and the preacher, she’d watched Thom help his child 

bride into the rickety buggy and motioned for Travis to put 

the wedding present in the back. Myra’s mother had always 

said, Can’t start a marriage without a good washtub. Thom 

had tipped his hat in thanks and Myra, determined not to let 

the preacher see her cry, had stared after them, watching her 

dreams disappear around the bend of the dirt road.








 





Canaan


As a frightened four-year-old, Canaan had begun her life in 

Lander clinging to a pink vinyl suitcase with a black plastic 

handle and decorated with a French poodle in a beret standing 

at the base of the Eiffel Tower. It was the small, useless 

details – like the suitcase – that she remembered. Nothing 

useful. She’d arrived on a bus and her grandmother had met 

her at the mailbox. She didn’t remember the bus trip or 

the chaos that must have surrounded her departure from the 

dreary apartment she’d shared with her mother. She remembered 

nothing of the seven days she’d survived on corn flakes, 

the only thing her mother had taught her to fix by herself. 

Nothing of the many times she must have peeked through the 

bedroom door, tiptoeing back to her camp cot because her 

mother didn’t like to be disturbed when she was taking a nap. 

Nothing of the smell of vomit that must have filled the airtight 

apartment. Nothing of the empty pill bottles on the side 

table and nothing of the neighbor who found her and helped 

her pack her little pink suitcase. Most of the facts had been 

filled in by her aunt Peggy: family gossip, whispered behind 

Lou Venie’s back. But there was one image that Canaan knew 

must have come from her own inner scrapbook. Sometimes 

just before she fell asleep or in that early-morning dream state she would see it – her mother’s hand hanging over the 

side of the bed, her slender wrist weighed down by a gold 

charm bracelet. Canaan knew there were other scenes swimming 

around inside her head, like piranha waiting to nibble 

away at any happy memories she had managed to collect. 

She couldn’t remember them but she knew they were there, 

because the smell of bus diesel still made her chest ache with 

panic, and corn flakes tasted bitter in her mouth.


Canaan arranged the last piece of the torn photograph. 

All pieces were accounted for. Very carefully, she tucked each 

one into the pocket on her T-shirt. Why had she thought things 

would be different? And why the hell had she believed, when 

she’d left Lander all those years ago, that her life would be different? 

She’d been away for less than a year when she’d met 

Jonathon and their marriage was proof that she would always 

be a spineless shadow in someone else’s life.


Where do you think you’ll go, Canaan? Home? To Alabama? 

She could still hear the sneer in his voice. He’d known 

all along. Known she’d put up with just about anything before 

she’d go back. And he’d used it to his advantage. He wouldn’t 

be coming after her, though. She was certain of that. He’d 

never been the possessive type. Just an opportunist. And it 

wouldn’t take him long to find someone to alternately fuck 

and bully. He’d always been surrounded by cults of devoted 

women who were drawn to the dark and dangerous side of 

talent. It was certainly what had first attracted Canaan, had 

led her to make excuses for his behavior and made her believe 

she was lucky that he’d chosen her above all the others. She 

couldn’t survive without him, he’d said. She was too weak, 

too naive. She couldn’t even choose an entrée from a menu or 

decide what brand of toothpaste to buy without him. She’d 

never dared buy a pair of earrings or a dress without his 

approval and she’d never offered her own opinion without 

being asked. If she’d had any friends they might have warned 

her, but left on her own so much, she’d convinced herself that things weren’t all that bad. Not compared to what she’d read 

in women’s magazines. He wasn’t a wife-beater, for God’s 

sake. Just a man with an artistic temperament who slapped 

her around a little when she embarrassed him. He’d never 

punched or kicked her.


Not until she told him she wanted a divorce.


The decision to leave him had shocked her. It had come in 

a flash one morning when she’d awakened on the bathroom 

floor, lying on the cold tiles, among the spilled contents of the 

medicine cabinet. She’d remained there throughout the morning, 

curled in a fetal position and listening for his key in the 

front door, piecing together the jigsaw of her neighbors’ lives, 

envious of their purpose, measuring the weight of their footsteps 

and the length of their showers. By the time the last of 

them had scurried out into the world, she’d decided. I could 

leave him. Get my own place. Get a job.


On the night she’d told him – was it only thirty-eight 

hours ago? – she’d been for a walk. To gather her courage. 

She’d started talking as soon as she opened the front door, 

afraid she’d lose her nerve if she saw him first. The apartment 

was dark except for the dim light of a reading lamp. 

Jonathon was sitting in the corner, in a crumbly leather armchair 

– his chair – too far away for her to smell the putrid 

sweetness of old whiskey. She continued, bolstered by his 

silence, determined to get it said. It wasn’t until she saw the 

flash of the bottle as he lifted it to his lips that she knew she’d 

lost.


‘Where do you think you’ll go? Home? To Alabama?’


She wanted to sound defiant, but panic had turned her 

words to squeaks.


‘No . . . I . . . I don’t know.’


She didn’t see him move. Didn’t hear the bottle drop to 

the floor. One minute he was in his chair, the next it was 

empty and the next she was flying across the back of the sofa.


‘You know how lucky you are?’


She couldn’t tell where he was. The darkness and the 

shock of the attack disoriented her. She decided to lie still and 

speak quietly.


‘Please, Jonathon . . .’


The first kick took her breath. With the next one she bit 

her tongue and her mouth filled with blood.


‘You think it’s easy coming home to a sniveling little piece 

of trailer trash every night?’


‘Please . . .’


He pulled her to her feet, then punched her so hard that 

she vomited as she fell to her knees. She wiped her mouth on 

her sleeve, and bowed her head hoping he had finished, but 

he grabbed her by the hair. As she struggled to stand, he 

jerked her head lower to the floor, dragging her by the hair 

down the hall. She fought to remain standing, kicking and 

scrambling for the walls, trying to find anything to hold onto.


‘Who do you think’s gonna want you? Huh?’


In the bedroom he threw her onto the bed, forcing her to 

a kneeling position with her arms wrenched behind her. With 

one hand he reached under her summer skirt and grabbed her 

panties, yanking and tearing them from her body. His angry 

grunts grew louder and more intense. Each thrust smashed 

her head against the wall, her cries smothered in the pillow. 

She tried to lift her head so that she could breathe, and as the 

dizzying thumps to her head continued, she fought to keep 

from passing out.


Afterwards he’d snuggled up to her as if they’d just shared 

an intimate moment and draping his arm and leg over her 

body had mumbled in her ear.


‘You weren’t really going to leave me.’


She had stared at the ceiling, swallowing the tears and 

fighting to keep her voice controlled.


‘No.’


‘That’s my girl.’


He’d fallen into a drunken sleep and she’d slipped from beneath his dead weight and huddled on the floor beside the 

bed, trying to stifle the explosive sobs that were building 

inside. She couldn’t remember whether she’d had the idea 

first, then seen the bat; or seen the bat and had the idea, but 

suddenly she was standing over his sleeping body, bat raised 

high over her head. The strength that had deserted her before 

had returned and she took several deep breaths. She wanted 

to hurt him. To smash his slender piano-fingers, destroy his 

sensitive good looks. She wanted to kill him and the fierceness 

of the feelings terrified her.


She dropped the bat and stumbled in the dark towards the 

bathroom, where she vomited into the bathtub. For over an 

hour, she sat on the side of the tub crying into a towel, letting 

it soak up the mess she’d made of her life. When she was 

calm, she emptied a bottle of sleeping pills into her hand and 

filled the glass with water as she stared into the mirror.


Momma? Momma, you still sleepin’?


Her shoulders began to shake and some of the pills toppled 

over the side of her cupped hand and scampered down 

the drain. In the other room Jonathon rolled over.


‘Canaan! You up? Bring me a glass of water.’


He’s left you no choice.


She popped open two of the capsules and poured the 

powder into the glass of water, stirring it with the end of her 

toothbrush. She watched him drink it, then lay beside him 

until she heard deep, sedated snores. Creeping quietly around 

the house she packed what she could, realizing that few of 

their possessions actually belonged to her. She scooped up the 

wad of dollar bills from his tip-kitty and rifled through his 

blue jeans for the larger bills that he called his fun money. 

She’d left the front door standing open and had walked the 

entire sixteen blocks to the bus station, her way of saying 

goodbye to New York and all the promises she’d made to herself 

when she was a teenager.


As the bus had pulled out of the depot and the smell of diesel had drifted up from under the seats, she had begun to 

sob and had continued to do so, off and on, for the entire 

twenty-eight-hour journey. A large black woman with kind 

eyes had smiled and patted her shoulder as she passed by, but 

the other passengers had left her to her grief. Her body had 

shut down to all physical needs and her emotions had rocked 

back and forth between fear and relief, regret and hopelessness. 

In the midst of all the confusion, however, one thing 

had become clear. She’d come to realize that the strongest 

motivation for leaving had not come from a hope of something 

better, but in knowing that she didn’t want to die so far 

away from home.










 





Luke


Just a minute or two. That’s all it would take.


It was only a passing thought. A snippet of a half-whispered 

prayer. No one would know. Myra Scott held tightly to the 

newborn’s arm as she cleaned his mother’s blood from his 

neck. She worked quickly, her elbows knocking steadily at 

the side of the washtub. The baby’s shoulders fit snuggly into 

the palm of her hand. Just a few inches lower and his head 

would be . . .


She held him still, tiny and helpless in the blood-brown 

water. Testing her willpower. Tempting her deepest secrets.


No.


She snatched him from the tub and away from her murderous 

daydreams. It don’t matter that he’s what he is. She 

wiped him down with a strip of toweling and raised apologetic 

eyes to the ceiling. She was still a Christian woman even 

if God had seen fit to inflict her family with such a hardship.


Beads of sweat were gathering at her hairline and she 

swiped at them with her sleeve.


‘Could’ve at least offered somethin’ cool to drink.’


Her voice sounded hollow in the sparse kitchen. No one 

had cooked in the room for years. There were no pans or 

utensils. Shelves lay empty. The cast-iron stove was cold, its ashes from past meals long disintegrated. A single clothesline 

stretched across the rafters, draped with neatly shredded 

squares of wet sheeting. Dark wet patches dotted the wooden 

floor.


She wrapped the baby in a clean sheet and carried him to 

a basket that was wedged between the wall and the old stove. 

When she placed him inside, he let out a mewling cry and 

shoved his fists defensively into the air before settling into his 

new position. Myra arched her back in relief as she stood. 

The air was stagnant with a damp, clinging heat and another 

droplet of sweat broke free from her scalp, finding its way to 

her eyes. She snapped a cloth from the line above her and 

held it under the cool water from the pump, wiping her face 

and plunging it between her breasts. As she mopped up the 

dampness at the base of her neck, she opened the screen door, 

leaning against it.


‘It’s done.’


Her husband answered without looking up from the rocking 

chair where he’d been posted on the front porch throughout 

the morning’s ordeal.


‘Thought as much.’


Travis Scott was a round man with plump, swollen hands 

that dimpled above each knuckle. His pudgy lips sucked 

thoughtfully on a pipe.


‘What is it?’


‘Boy. Looks all right.’


Travis rocked silently, letting the question build between 

them.


‘What color?’


‘White.’


He nodded, letting the smoke snake slowly and evenly 

from the corners of his mouth.


‘Reckon I oughta go get Thom?’


He looked eagerly at his wife, searching . . . hoping for 

permission to head for Duke’s. Have a drink with the boys. A celebration. After all, good or bad, he was still a new 

granddaddy. Myra frowned.


‘No need to. He’ll be along directly.’


His face slumped in disappointment.


‘He may be a while. Probably havin’ a few drinks at 

Duke’s.’


She nodded and crossed her arms.


‘I don’t take to folks drinkin’, but cain’t say I blame him. 

Cain’t be easy havin’ a son that ain’t yours. ’Specially not 

when ever’body knows it.’


She felt a sudden catch in her throat and Travis smiled 

gently.


‘He’s a good man, Myra.’


‘I know. You made the right choice.’


She leaned over, squeezing his shoulder with a discarded 

tenderness.


‘I’d best go check on Emma.’


Myra liked being in charge. And she couldn’t recall a 

single time when that hadn’t been the case. Travis had always 

let her have her way and even her daughter Emma, as strong-willed 

and stubborn as she was, could usually be managed. 

But things were different now and Myra hadn’t had time 

to adjust to her new role. She was a visitor in someone else’s 

house and Emma was no longer her little girl, easy to control 

with a well-aimed slap of sense.


She knocked timidly and eased open the door.


‘Emma? Honey?’


Her daughter had kicked the quilt to the floor and lay on 

her back, stretching her cotton nightgown, transparent with 

perspiration, tightly across her body. The youthful fifteen-year-old 

figure had all but vanished and Myra watched as Emma 

studied the unfamiliar breasts and saggy middle. She was a 

pretty girl, with tiny wrists and hands and delicate features, 

but her face was drawn and pale from the labor. Her wheat-colored hair had dampened to a muddy brown and it sagged 

across her shoulders in exhausted strands.


‘Thought we better get that gown off.’


Emma didn’t move but closed her eyes as her mother 

moved lightly across the room and dropped a freshly pressed 

gown, a ribbon and hairbrush on the nightstand.


‘Don’t want yer husband seein’ you like this. Might 

change his mind.’


Her voice simmered with a strained sweetness as she 

pulled Emma to a sitting position, ignoring the girl’s darkly 

brewing scowl.


‘Probably ain’t comin’ back.’


‘Course he is. He’s just lettin’ you have your privacy.’


Myra lifted the damp gown over Emma’s head and tossed 

it to the floor, nudging her until she grudgingly raised her 

arms to the fresh nightgown.


‘He ain’t said hardly two words since I moved in.’


Myra busied herself with brushing Emma’s hair.


‘He just ain’t got used to bein’ a husband is all. He’ll come 

’round.’


Emma flipped her mother’s hand away.


‘Maybe I don’t want him to come around.’


‘Now you listen here, missy. You’re lucky he’s agreed to 

all this.’


‘I didn’t ask him to marry me.’


‘No, but your pa had to ask him. Hardest thing he ever 

done, but he done it, and you better start actin’ grateful.’


Emma’s chin trembled as she tried to speak.


‘But Momma, he’s an old man.’


Myra squeezed her daughter’s fragile jawbone tightly 

between her fingers and forced her to look at her.


‘You think there’s any young bucks out there’s gonna take 

you on? With that baby? No, ma’am. Not a one, I can tell 

you.’


Emma pulled away from her mother’s grasp and Myra 

parroted her husband’s earlier reassurances.


‘He’s a good man, Emma. He’s the best you’re gonna do.’


Emma fell back against the pillows, fighting to collect her 

composure, but her eyes brimmed with tears. She brushed 

them aside defiantly and turned towards the window.


‘I wanted a nice weddin’ with a new dress and parties. 

That’s what you always said.’


Myra picked up the washbasin from the side and stooped 

to collect the toweling that scattered the floor.


‘Well, you shoulda thought of that ’fore you went wanderin’ 

where you ain’t got no business.’


She knew she should feel more sympathy for her daughter 

but she couldn’t help feeling that Emma had ruined everything. 

Travis had been sympathetic enough for both of them. 

Fussing over the girl like she’d break in two if anybody so 

much as frowned at her. She ain’t the villain in this piece, 

Myra. Other people had said the same. But she couldn’t help 

it. She felt cheated and lately it was bitter words, not sweet, 

that filled her mouth first.


Myra picked up Emma’s soiled nightgown and added it to 

the pile of toweling as Emma rolled over, turning her back 

to her mother.


‘I’m tired. I wanna sleep now.’


Myra’s eyes narrowed and her lips shriveled to a distrustful 

pucker.


‘Mind you talk nice to him when he gets here.’





She spent the afternoon scrubbing the reminders of that morning’s 

labor from the sheets and surfaces of the house, trying 

to cleanse the air of the heavy iron smell of blood that clung 

stubbornly to the heat. She’d brought a stick of cinnamon 

from home and after much effort she coaxed the old stove 

back to life, filling the house with the woody fragrance of 

boiling spices. The Old Stewart Place was a typical farmhouse, cavernous and dark and thick with the dust of plowed 

fields. The only clue of inhabitance was a small fireplace in 

the front room where Thom fixed his evening stews, content 

with one battered pot for cooking all his meals. Backward. 

Just plain backward for a man to resort to such primitive 

habits when there’s a perfectly good stove in the kitchen.


By dusk, Thom had not returned and Myra was nervous.


‘Been livin’ out here too long by himself if you ask me. 

Ain’t used to thinkin’ about other people’s feelin’s. Don’t you 

think he oughta be here by now?’


She waited for a response before shoving the screen door 

open. She expected to see her husband sleeping with his 

mouth drooping to one side and was perturbed to see him 

peeling an apple.


‘You listenin’ to me?’


‘Course I am. Don’t rightly know what we can do about 

it now. It’s gettin’ dark. I offered to fetch him.’


‘You don’t reckon he’s gone off, do you?’


Her look of irritation suddenly changed to genuine concern.


‘What on earth’ll we do if he don’t come back, Travis?’


She’d never been sure about this arrangement, but now 

that things were settled legally, she didn’t like to think about 

taking Emma and that baby back home with them.


‘Myra, for cryin’ out loud. He’s lived here all his life. This 

is his home. Why the blue blazes would he off and go?’


She shrugged, only slightly reassured. Thom Stewart was 

a nice enough man, she reckoned, but she thought he leaned 

more on the peculiar side of humanity. He didn’t tip his hat 

or look people in the eye when he passed them in the street. 

Wasn’t honest not looking people in the eye. Travis always 

took the man’s side of things, or anybody’s side, she figured, 

if it was different from hers. He’s shy, Myra. Poor man’s been 

on his own for twenty years.


Peculiar or not, however, Myra had to admit that his addition to the family was better than the alternative and her 

fears were at last soothed when she heard the sluggish swagger 

of the carthorse and the creaking sway of the buggy over 

the brow of the hill.


‘That him?’


She squinted towards the sound, trying to make out the 

shape. Travis grunted what she took to be a yes and she made 

a silently grateful promise to put a little extra in the collection 

plate on Sunday. Travis walked to the edge of the porch 

as Thom climbed down from the buggy.


‘’Bout given you up, Thom.’


He winked good-naturedly and gave his wife a nod to 

encourage a friendly welcome. She joined him, gushing with 

enthusiasm.


‘Ever’thing turned out fine, just fine. Emma’s restin’ but I 

know she’ll want to see you.’


They hovered around him, blocking his way until Myra 

stepped aside and Thom reached for the door with a timid 

urgency.


‘It’s a boy, Mr Stewart. And he’s white.’


Thom stopped, the back of his neck rigid. The door 

slammed behind him but she followed, bustling eagerly into 

the kitchen.


‘She’s a tough one, our Lou Emma. Had that baby like 

there was nothin’ to it.’


As she spoke, she cleared the bucket and brush from the 

floor where she’d been scrubbing. She thought the least he 

could do was to mention her hard work. Maybe thank her. 

But instead he leaned against the table and stared at some 

unseen blemish on the floor. Myra hesitated then scuttled 

down the hall towards Emma’s room.


‘I’ll just go make sure she’s awake.’


Emma’s face was creased with the remnants of deep sleep 

and she rolled her head back, wrinkling her brow and moaning 

as Myra shook her by the shoulders.


‘Come on, Emma. Mr Stewart’s here. You got to look presentable.’


She fluffed and fussed over her daughter until she was satisfied 

that Emma wouldn’t curl up under the quilt as soon as 

her back was turned. When she brought Travis and Thom in 

a few minutes later, Emma was the picture of glowing motherhood.


‘Don’t she look purty, Mr Stewart? You’d never know 

what she’d been through this mornin’, would you?’


There was a pause as Myra waited for a response. Travis 

cleared his throat, throwing his wife a look of uncertainty. 

Thom shifted his weight from one foot to another.


‘She looks real nice.’


‘Yep and tough as a nut. She’s gonna have this farm lookin’ 

good in no time.’ She hurried on. ‘Not that it don’t look 

good now, of course. It could just do with a woman’s touch, 

is all.’


She moved a chair to the side of Emma’s bed.


‘Here you go, Mr Stewart. Have a seat.’


‘You can call me Thom.’


Myra beamed and pushed the chair towards him. He hesitated 

then slid into the seat. Emma deliberately turned her 

head towards the wall and Myra tried to hide her embarrassment.


‘I was just tellin’ Travis what a fine job you did with this 

bed. It’s one of the finest beds we seen. Ain’t that right, 

Travis?’


Travis nodded. It was true they had admired his carpentry 

and carving skills. And they’d agreed that the sagging, 

lopsided single bed it had replaced had not been suitable for 

a newly married couple. But they’d also doubted the common 

sense of a man who would build a four-poster bed of 

such huge proportions. Thom had spent the last few months 

locked up in the room which he and Emma were meant to 

share, secretly building and carving this most personal of wedding gifts for his new bride. Its construction was sturdy, 

its decoration elaborate, but as Myra pointed out, he hadn’t 

considered the size of the door, condemning the bed for ever 

to the same room.


Thom blushed at the compliment and shyly pointed to the 

ornately carved border of wild roses on the headboard.


‘I carved Emma’s name in that rose there.’


Myra leaned over for closer inspection.


‘Why, look at that. Ain’t that nice, Emma?’


She nudged her daughter roughly and Emma scowled.


‘It’s nice I reckon. Bed’s too big though. I’d rather have 

my little bed from home.’


‘Don’t be rude, Emma. Mr Stewart’s been more’n patient 

lettin’ you have your own room all to yourself while you 

were in your condition and all, but he cain’t keep sleepin’ in 

the front room.’


Thom’s ears deepened to a dark crimson.


‘I don’t mind . . .’


He tried to rise but Myra placed her hand firmly on his 

shoulder.


‘No-sir. Now don’t you mind her. She just ain’t thought 

this through.’


She turned to Emma.


‘You’re a married woman now. You’re meant to share 

your bed with your husband.’


Thom rose from his chair.


‘I don’t need to . . . I mean, she can have this room to herself 

. . . all to herself . . . for as long as she likes. I don’t mind 

sleepin’ in the front room.’


Myra patted his shoulder, her voice soothing.


‘Course, you do what you want. Sit yourself down and I’ll 

be right back.’


He looked unsure but allowed her to guide him back to 

the chair. She returned moments later with the baby, sweeping grandly into the room. With a flourish she placed him in 

Emma’s lap.


‘Here he is. Healthy and strong. Gonna be a big help on 

the farm, this’n.’


Emma’s arms stiffened at her side and her legs became 

rigid under the covers.


‘Get it off me.’


They stood transfixed as she kicked and screamed, her 

face ugly and distorted.


‘Now! You hear me? Get it off.’


Myra scooped up the baby and glanced nervously at the 

others. Travis nodded towards the door and they filed out 

quietly as Emma coiled tightly in the bed, sobbing.


The baby’s bleating cries finally subsided as Myra paced 

the kitchen, holding a small stick of sugar cane for him to 

suck on. Travis worked diligently to fill his pipe while Thom 

rocked gently by the stove. Myra shifted the baby to her left 

shoulder.


‘I just don’t understand it. Emma was always so good 

with babies. Used to take care of the Loller kids, when Cora 

was poorly. She said Emma was a natural little mother hen. 

Ain’t that right, Travis?’


Travis nodded solemnly, and sucked on his pipe, welcoming 

the first deep taste of tobacco. The smoke rolled from 

between his teeth as he spoke.


‘Course, she’s been through an awful lot these past few 

months.’


‘That’s right. She’s only fifteen. Poor thing’s probably 

scared half to death. And new mothers are skittish sometimes, 

takes ’em a few days to get used to the idea.’


Myra kicked the basket from beside the stove, and leaned 

over to deposit the baby. She stopped when Thom held out 

his arms and she handed him the bundle, moving to Travis 

and nudging him in delighted triumph. Thom studied the 

exhausted creature, whose face still bore the angry red blotches of temper, and held the soggy sugar cane to the 

baby’s hungry little mouth.


‘You got a name you want to give him, Mr Stewart?’


Thom continued to rock, without looking up.


‘Luke.’


‘Oh, that’s nice. Ain’t it, Travis?’


Myra nudged her husband again and he mimicked her 

automatically.


‘Nice. Real nice.’


‘Family name?’


Myra thought she saw a slight nod, but she couldn’t be 

sure.


‘My dog, when I was a boy.’


She struggled with her response.


‘Well, I reckon that’s practically family.’








 





Canaan





Lou Venie let the phone ring eleven times before she answered. 

She knew who it was and she wanted time to prepare 

for the interrogation.


‘Momma?’


‘Uh-huh.’


‘She get back OK?’


‘Yes, Peggy.’


‘I was about to hang up. Where were you – out back? Did 

you show her the new bird bath me and Mert put in for you?’


For someone who’d had to line her school shoes with 

newspapers every September to get one more year out of 

them, Peggy had taken to middle-class life like a whore to silk 

sheets. Her husband Mert had never been a bundle of personality 

but he’d inherited a Farm Life Insurance business 

from his father, allowing Peggy to slip quietly from daughter 

of a failed dirt farmer to member of the Etowah County Country 

Club, officer of the Lander Ladies Circle and Respected 

Resident of Mimosa Ridge.


Caught between Christian duty and family shame, Peggy 

continually tried to drag her mother from the bowels of 

poverty. The bird bath had been her most recent and, in Lou 

Venie’s opinion, most ridiculous attempt to camouflage the Old Stewart Place with trinkets of suburbia. Peggy had 

hauled it back from a weekend trip to Gatlinburg and 

had insisted that poor Mert lay a six-foot-square concrete 

slab for it to rest on. Lou Venie had tried to tell her that no 

self-respecting country bird was going to use such a thing 

when there was a perfectly good creek a few yards away.


‘We didn’t get around to it, Peggy. I’ll show her tomorrow.’


‘Well, the reason I’m callin’ is . . . I have this figurine I 

bought in Gatlinburg. A giraffe. Made out of blown glass. 

Sweetest little thing – and I was thinkin’ I’d give it to Canaan. 

Like a welcome-home present, you know? It’s not much but 

it’s the best I can do on such short notice.’


Lou Venie knew Peggy was on the verge of inviting herself 

over and she had to stop her. Canaan’s face was a mess. 

When she’d called from the bus station she hadn’t mentioned 

her condition or the reason she was coming home. Lou Venie 

was ashamed to think about how frosty she’d been. She’d 

figured Canaan was just being her usual flighty, never-stick-to-anything self. She’d always been that way. When she was 

six, girls had made fun of her second-hand uniform so Canaan 

had quit the Brownies. No thought at all about the hours her 

grandmother had spent scouring the classified ads looking 

for one they could afford or the nights Lou Venie had worked 

until after midnight nipping, tucking and tailoring the thing 

to fit her. No backbone or stamina, that was Canaan’s problem. 

So it was only natural to assume that her granddaughter 

had simply hit a rocky patch in her marriage and didn’t have 

the stomach to see it through. But that was before Lou Venie 

had seen her, standing on the front porch, knocking like a 

stranger. Before she’d seen the way the bastard had savaged 

that sweet face. Filled with remorse, Lou Venie had wanted 

to wrap her up in her arms. Knew Canaan wanted her to. 

Needed her to. Instead, she’d done what Southern women 

did best. She’d made breakfast.


‘Me and Mert were thinkin’ of comin’ over after supper. I 

made one of my special Paradise Cakes. I bet she never had 

one of those up in New York.’


Lou Venie thought of Canaan’s swollen, battered face. She 

could never trust Peggy with such sensitive information.


‘I think you ought to let her get settled in first. She’s awful 

tired.’


Peggy sounded disappointed but reluctantly agreed, much 

to her mother’s relief. Then Peggy lowered her voice, almost 

whispering.


‘So did she say? Was it another woman?’


‘No, she didn’t say and I don’t think it’s any of our business, 

Peggy.’


‘I knew this would happen. I told Mert soon as I heard 

she was comin’ back that you’d go right back to your old 

ways.’


‘What ways?’


‘Protectin’ her. Makin’ excuses. Movin’ heaven and earth 

for your precious little princess when you won’t even do one 

simple favor for your own daughter.’


‘Are you still fussin’ about last weekend?’


‘We missed the biggest pre-season party of the year, 

Momma. Mert was up for the Golden Bama-Booster Award.’


Peggy and Mert were stalwart supporters of Alabama football, 

traveling hundreds of miles to watch every game in a 

white Winnebago with a giant red elephant painted along 

the side and a horn that played the first bars of ‘Dixie’. 

They’d never had children but owned an irritating Pomeranian 

dog named Bear. He always traveled with them to the 

games, dressed in a crimson Rolltide sweater, but this time he 

couldn’t go. The President’s Party was a more formal affair. 

Peggy had bought a new sequined jacket from Parisians and 

made Mert wax up the Caddy.
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