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Prologue

“Ashes to ashes, dust to dust...”

Sherman Randsome’s mind did not focus on the service, though it was his mother being buried here today. A frigid winter wind blew his black hair awry, chapping his chiseled face to the color of a ripe tomato. His steely blue eyes refused to gaze at the pine box above the hole in the hard red clay that waited to receive the mortal remains. His ears did not register the faltering efforts of the Reverend reading the service through chattering teeth. His body stood here, but his mind drifted back to home. Locked on the manuscript his mother had left with him. Her dying wish made clear to him. His promise to give the manuscript to his oldest daughter when she had grown up. Dread twisted his guts. He burned to read those pages, yet feared that he already knew their content. He’d intended to read those pages right away, but attending to the details of his mother’s death had kept him too busy.

Her final hour scalded his memory despite the cold wind.

The small room lit by a flickering tallow candle on a packing crate that served as a table. The iron bed on which his mother lay, wasted by illness. Her soft voice reaching out to caress him as she spoke, “You’ve been a good son, Sherman. I’ve always been proud of you. I just want you to promise me one last thing.”

Reaching out, he'd taken his mother’s small, cold hands into his. Her too thin face was framed by dark hair which had lost its fullness and luster. Her bright blue-grey eyes, dimmed now by sickness. Knowing she wouldn’t last through the night, he answered gently, “What is it, Mama? What do you want me to do for you?”

His mother had removed her hands from his and lifted the heavy sheaf of papers that lay beside her on the faded patchwork quilt.

“I want you to give this Mary Susan when she’s grown. It’s all I have to leave to her. Promise me you’ll do that for me, son.”

Her fever bright eyes bored into his own as he hesitated to give her his promise. He feared that those closely written words were truths he intended to keep from his children.

But she was his mother and had never asked him for anything. Reluctantly he said the words he knew she wanted to hear, “I promise, Mama.”

Once the words were uttered, she had smiled and nodded her head. His unease increased to a level where he felt she must be able to read it on his face, but she lay back tiredly on her pillow. He reached out and brushed her cheek lightly as he said, “You just rest easy now. I’ll stay here right by you.”

She closed her eyes and her breath rattled in her throat as she struggled to take in air. Eventually, she fell into a restless doze and a short while later, the rattling breaths stopped. Sherman knew she was gone. He bent over, kissed her forehead and whispered, “Goodbye, Mama.”

Crossing her hands on her chest, he pulled her old quilt gently up over her face.

The shuffling of feet caught Sherman’s attention. He realized the service was over and all eyes were on him. He hadn’t listened as his mother was laid to rest. A wave of guilt rushed over him. She had loved him fiercely all his life and he hadn’t even shown respect for her at her funeral. The curiosity that had eaten at him ever since he had first held those pages his mother had written would not let go of him. He had loved her dearly and now she was lost to him forever.

The small group of mourners in attendance moved toward him. Old Mr. McIntosh came first. Bent now from rheumatism, he walked awkwardly over the uneven ground with the aid of a cane. Grasping Sherman by the arm, he mutely shook his head and stumped away, but not before Sherman had seen the shine of tears in the old man’s eyes. Other people whom he’d known all his life offered their sympathies. Cousin Emily who had shared a home with them when he was a young boy. His cousin Rufus, who had defied his immediate family to come here. They all spoke kindly of his mother and offered their help if he should need any. 

Finally, Sherman stood alone at the side of his mother’s grave. The marker for his older brother, John Wesley, had been moved aside temporarily. It would be replaced after his mother’s name and dates of birth and death had been engraved on it. His mother had insisted on taking in washing and mending for months in order to earn the money to buy that stone. Now it would serve as her marker also. He could not afford another one. Mother and brother both gone now. Both to lie here in this lonely cemetery for all eternity. He supposed that someday he and his family would lie here also, sleeping through the ages. He was the last of them now. They should have had so many more years together. John Wesley had been barely a man when murder had taken him to an early grave. His mother barely sixty.

He dropped to his knees, the impact of the cold hard ground sending jolts of pain up his thighs to his back. Bowing his head, raising his hands to cover his ravaged face, he fought back the urge to howl his grief and denial aloud for all to hear. When at last he raised his head, the setting sun refracted off the tears gathered in his eyes. And, ror one brief moment, he saw her standing before him, as she had been when he was a young boy. Always energetic and cheerful, her bright eyes and exuberant laugh making light of their poverty. The sun dropped minutely in the sky and the vision vanished. Shaking his head sadly,  wiping the weak tears from his eyes he slowly made his way back to the church where his family waited for him.

His wife, Josie, laid her hand softly on his arm as her eyes met his. The sorrow and empathy he saw there were almost more than he could bear. Turning gruffly from her, he motioned his family to follow. His daughters, Mary Susan and Johnnie, looked uncertainly after the stone-faced stranger who was their father, then hid their small faces in their mother’s skirts. She pulled them gently back and gave them a reassuring smile while pulling them toward their wagon.

Going home in the wagon drawn by a lop-eared mule, Sherman remained silent. The lowering sun set fire to the western sky and threw the pine forest that edged the road into deep shadows. The wagon lurched drunkenly in and out of frozen ruts in the hardpack dirt track.

When they arrived at the clapboard farmhouse they rented, Josie hustled the girls inside, leaving Sherman to unhitch the mule. The burning curiosity that had consumed him seemed to go out. Now that the moment was here to read what his mother had written, he was afraid. What ghosts would rise up from those pages?

He found himself currying the mule slowly, taking his time over the task. The simple chore somehow hypnotic in its measured strokes. Soon there was no more to be done, no more excuse for delay. When he left the shed, the fiery evening sky had faded to total darkness. A million stars twinkled like distant beacons in the frosty night calling him to some unknown destination. His breath clouded before his face as he walked toward the house. Entering reluctantly, he saw that Josie had fed the girls an early supper and sent them to the loft where they slept, then undressed and gotten into bed herself, leaving the warm front room vacant for him.

~ * ~
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After gently closing the bedroom door, he retrieved the manuscript from its hiding place in the pie safe. Sitting in his favorite worn Windsor chair, he looked more closely at the papers he held. Stroked his fingers over the familiar handwriting. In his heart he knew what the pages contained. Tears streaking his cheeks, he began reading.




December 1901

To My Granddaughter, Mary Susan, 

I will not live to see you grow to womanhood, so I have written my story for you, my beloved grandchild, so that you can know the truth of what happened here so many years ago. I’m sure that in the course of your life you have wondered about whispered conversations that stop when you are near. Wondered too about the knowing looks cast at you and your family. I am equally sure that your father has never found it in his heart to tell you the truth you are about to read. I beg you not to be angry with him for withholding the truth from you. He has suffered greatly for my sins.

The biggest fact of my life is this. I have been an outcast. I’m kin to just about everybody for miles around McNairy Station, but in the many webbed network of cousins, double cousins and kissing cousins that is the heart beat of every Southerner, you won’t find many, even now, who will admit to it. Most have never forgiven the large and ugly blot I cast on that spotless roll call of kinship. They turned their backs to me in moral outrage many years ago. Most never looked me in the eye again, or reached out to help me in the years that followed.

The first shattering event in my life was the War Between The States. My brother, George, and I were all that was left on the big Randsome family farm by the time it was all over. We were reduced to scratching a living from the hard red clay that had once been covered in the finest cotton. We scraped by, growing vegetables to eat and managing to plant a few acres of cotton to sell. I saw the rest of my life as one of backbreaking work in return for just enough to remain this side of the grave. From time to time George would talk about selling the farm for whatever we could get and going west to start a new life. When I protested leaving McNairy Station, he told me he would give me part of the money from the sale of the farm and I could move in with some of the family if I was so set against leaving. But, my heart was set on staying here where I was born and had grown up.

It was then that the second, and most pivotal, event occurred in my life. I fell in love with a man who was a charming liar. Michael stopped in McNairy Station on his way home to Middle Tennessee. He struck up a conversation with George at the general store and when he found out that George was trying to run our farm single-handedly, he offered to help work the cotton in exchange for room and board and a small share of the profit when the cotton was sold. He told George that he had no family and would eventually return to his home when he had saved a little money. George hated farming and it was only with the help of our brother-in-law that we had managed to get by for so long. They shook hands on the deal. After George told me about Michael and that he would be staying in the loft of the old barn, I took a few things I thought he might find useful and went to the barn

He was like a breath of fresh air to me. From the moment I first saw his face, I was lost. My gaze traveled from his raven black, curly hair to his beautiful blue eyes and I saw something there that I hadn’t seen in a man’s eyes in a very long time. It was admiration. All the sermons I had heard in church regarding carnal knowledge came flooding into my mind and my face burned with shame. He took one look at my flaming cheeks and no doubt knew every thought that was passing through my head.

George took to Michael in a way that seemed almost hero worship. They became as close as brothers in no time at all. While Michael’s relationship with George grew, so did his relationship with me. Soon he was staying after dinner to sit in the parlor with George and me. I could almost imagine that there had been no war and that the shabby parlor still held the fine rugs and fine porcelain from the old days. That my parents were sitting in the other room and that my mother was happily imagining my wedding and the faces of her future grandchildren. I was busy doing my own imagining. A ceremony at the church where I would become Michael’s wife with all our friends and neighbors looking on, then joining us at the farm for a party that would last all night. I could almost hear the fiddles playing and feel the rush of wind stirred up by the dancers.

It wasn’t long before Michael started escorting me to church socials and barn dances. I was hoping that when Michael eventually asked me to marry him that we would stay here and George would give us part of the family farm as a wedding gift or even all of it, since I knew he still secretly longed to leave the area. There wasn’t a cloud on the horizon as far as I could see. I lived through those days and nights in complete happiness.

As the weeks and months went by Michael gradually persuaded me down the road to carnal knowledge. We met in the barn at night after George had gone to sleep. He took his time seducing me. Finally, I gave myself to him completely. I couldn’t seem to say “no” to Michael. It was as if he had taken possession of my will. He swore that he loved me. That we would be married. He persuaded me that when two people loved as deeply as we did that it wasn’t a sin to consummate that love. I was so deeply in love with him that I deliberately ignored everything I had been taught about correct behavior. Of course the worst came to pass. I remember the day I told Michael and the disaster that followed. That sweet summer of 1867, the last really happy one I knew for many, many years...
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Kate Randsome held her emotions in tight control as she searched the farm for Michael. He was not in the house, where a peach pie, cooking for supper, scented the air. Not in the cotton fields where several acres of the fluffy white stuff reached verdant arms to the sky for sustenance. As she searched, apprehension chewed at the bonds holding her emotions in check. Michael had not left the farm. She would find him soon. At last, she found him in the barn mucking out the stall that belonged to the one mule that they managed to keep. Watching him from the doorway, her heart raced and her hands trembled. She shook her head to clear away the unwanted feeling, then stepped further into the barn. Michael didn’t look up from his task. Her feet had made hardly a sound on the hard packed earthen floor.

Maintaining her outward calm she spoke, “Michael, we have to git married right away”. Knowing that it was the wrong way to go about this all important conversation, but unable to lead up to it more gracefully.

He looked up, startled, then smiled the beautiful smile that she so loved. His face was red from exertion. Sweat ran in rivers from his hairline. Even on this early spring evening, the temperature inside the barn was stifling. Though he was smiling, there was a look in his eyes that made her throat go dry, but when he spoke his voice was loving and gentle.

“My darling, I thought we agreed to wait until we have some money so we can make the wedding the most special day of our lives. Cain’t you wait a few more months, my greedy girl?”

She tried desperately to hold on to her outwardly calm appearance; though her heart was beating so hard she was surprised he couldn’t hear it. She must persuade him. The alternative was too painful to contemplate. Her entire future balanced on the outcome of this conversation.

“Yes, we did, but I’m going to have a baby. We have to git married right away. Everyone will be counting on their fingers as it is because we’ll be getting married so sudden. Don’t you want our child to be born in wedlock?”

His face went a peculiar shade of white under his tan. He staggered back, his eyes skittering from side to side. His hands convulsed on the handle of the shovel he held and the knuckles turned white.

Seeing his reaction, Kate’s knees started shaking under her skirt. Her palms were suddenly sweaty. Rubbing them against her skirt, she moistened her dry lips. An edge of panic crept into her voice.

“Michael, you swore you loved me and that we would be married. We have to marry now instead of waiting for the crop to be picked. Tell me you’ll go to Reverend Thatcher and arrange for the wedding.”

At last he focused his eyes on her. His stranglehold on the shovel loosened and he tossed it aside. His beautiful smile bloomed across his face and he came swiftly forward to hold her tightly in his arms. Relief flooded through her at his next words.

“Of course I will, darling. I was just so startled for a minute there. Go on back to the house now. When I come to dinner tonight we’ll tell George our good news. I’ll go talk to Reverend Thatcher right now and arrange for the date. I love you, dearest girl.”

After planting a swift kiss on her lips, Michael walked out of the barn and Kate went back to the house, heart brimming with happiness. Michael would marry her. The relief was enormous. 

Later, when George came in for dinner, he immediately noticed the silver candelabra that she had unearthed from an old trunk and placed on the table to give it a more festive appearance. Sniffing at the fragrant cooking smells, he looked at Kate and laughed.

“Let me guess. Michael has finally asked to marry you and there’s a wedding in the future.”

Excitement shone from Kate’s cornflower blue eyes like the flames of two brightly burning candles. She almost danced around the kitchen. “Oh George! Michael and I are going to be married right away. He’s gone to talk to Reverend Thatcher about the date.”

“Well, I’ll be glad to welcome Michael to the family, he’s a fine man and he’s really been a big help with the cotton. I’m glad the two of you are getting married, but why the rush? You should wait until the cotton crop is picked. Then we’ll have a little money and I can give you away with a little style.”

Kate looked out across the field in the direction that Michael should be returning, but saw no sign of him. She didn’t want to tell George the news without Michael beside her.

“Kate? Did you hear me? Why the rush?”

“We’re just so much in love that we don’t want to wait any longer. I’m glad that you approve. I cain’t imagine what’s keeping him. I reckon we’ll have to start eating without him or everything’ll get cold.” A half-truth sat better on her conscience than a lie. She wanted Michael standing next to her, standing up to George and proclaiming his love for her, when George found out about the baby.

They sat down to eat, George talking on and on about the cotton and how he thought they might get a little more ahead this year because Michael had been around to help plant a larger crop. He made plans for planting even more next year because he knew for sure now that Michael would still be here.

Kate couldn’t focus on George’s conversation. The delicious food she had prepared with such joy stuck in her throat and tasted like sawdust. Where was Michael? He should have been here long before now. She began worrying that something had happened to him. Imagining that a wild dog had attacked him and he lay bleeding and alone in the woods nearby. Or maybe he had fallen and had a broken leg and was waiting patiently for help to arrive. She shook her head to clear away the unwanted images.

Finally George noticed she wasn’t paying attention to him and said, “Where the devil is Michael? He couldn’t possibly still be at Reverend Thatcher’s. It’s after nine!”

“I’m sure he just got held up somewhere,” she replied evasively. “He’ll be here soon. Why don’t you go on to bed? You have to be up with the sun tomorrow morning. We’ll just celebrate tomorrow night instead.”

She spoke in a positive tone to her brother, but doubt was creeping slowly along the pathways of her mind. Please, God, let him come home soon. She would never doubt him again, in all her life, if only he would walk through the door and smile at her right now. She looked hard at the door, as if by concentrating all her thoughts on it would make Michael appear there. George’s edgy tone broke into her concentration.

“Well, It just seems awful peculiar to me. Michael’s never missed dinner before. And he has to get up just as early as I do. Humph! You just tell him not to be trying to sleep late in the morning. I hope he’s not going to expect anything to be different just because he’s going to be my brother-in-law.”

She knew he meant that last part to be a joke, but, suddenly, she just wanted him out of the room. A cold, cold chill began wrapping around her heart and knew that George would pry the truth out of her if he had any idea that she was upset. She promised to pass along the message and he finally went to his room.

She went out onto the porch and sat in a rocking chair to wait, keeping her lonely vigil through the long, dark hours of the night. Relentlessly pushing away the buzzing thoughts that swarmed through her mind, accusing her of being the worst kind of fool. When the sun began to paint the eastern sky a gentle pink, she knew without a doubt that Michael was gone. He had run off so he wouldn’t have to marry her.

Running down the porch steps and across the yard, she sought a place to hide from her brother. He would be full of questions that she didn’t want to answer and some that she couldn’t answer. As she ran, all the hounds of Hell snapped and snarled at her heels and the roar of Hellfire echoed in her head like maniacal laughter.

~ * ~
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She stayed hidden until the sun began to kiss the horizon, nursing her pain like an injured animal gone to earth. Hiding while visions of horror paraded across her mind. She had broken the rigid moral code of society. As soon as her shame became known, she would begin to pay for the rest of her life. She would be outcast by everyone. She knew that George was probably already worried about her. If she didn’t show up soon he would be frantic. With reluctant steps, she went home to face him.

“Where the Hell have you been?” George shouted as soon as he saw her coming across the yard. “I’ve been worried sick all day. Michael’s not here either. I thought the two of you had run off together! Just took off and left me with the burden of this miserable farm all on my own!”

He was worried about being stuck with the farm. Kate couldn’t help it. She burst into hysterical laughter, then began crying at the same time. Stumbling into the house, she made her way to the sofa and managed to sit down. George came to sit next to her, putting his arm around her, concern in his eyes.

“What’s the matter, Kate? Has something happened to Michael? Is that it? Please calm down and talk to me. You’re scaring me to death!”

As she continued to laugh and cry hysterically, he lost patience and shook her roughly by the shoulders. Her head snapped back and forth. She lost her breath for a minute, then was finally able to control herself. Drawing air deep into her lungs, she told him, “Michael’s gone. I don’t know where. I only wish that I did.”

“What?” George looked shocked. “He’s gone?” Then in a bewildered tone, “But I thought the two of you were gittin’ married.

She had no choice but to tell him. “No, George. He’s gone and he’s not coming back. I couldn’t tell you last night because I wanted Michael to be with me when you found out. I’m going to have his baby. That’s why there was going to be a rushed wedding. I guess he just couldn’t face what’s happened and that’s why he left.”

The shocked disbelief on his face weighed on her already raw heart. They’d been through so much together and now he had to handle this. He’d had to become a man overnight when their parents died. Now at nineteen, he was shouldering the burden of trying to bring the once fertile acres of their land back to something that would produce a living for the two of them. She was afraid he would break under the strain of what she had told him.

“You’re having a baby! Oh my God, Kate.” he bellowed. “ What were you thinking? You can’t possibly be having a baby. Dear Lord, what have you done to us all?”

“I am going to have a baby, and Michael’s gone,” she explained again. “He won’t be coming back. He lied to me, George. He swore to me that he loved me and that we would be married. He probably would have had some excuse not to marry me then either. Or maybe he would just have disappeared the way he has now. George, I don’t know what I’m gonna do.” Tears filled her eyes as she gazed helplessly at her brother.

He still looked very shocked, but some color was coming back into his face. He stood up and started pacing the room. At last he turned to her. Surprised by the look of optimism on his face, shocked followed his words.

“I’m sure Michael will come back,” George said in a confident voice. “He’s a good man. Just look at all the things he did here on the farm. Why, he’s been the best friend I ever had. He’ll have an explanation for this. If he knows that you’re having his child he wouldn’t just walk off. He has a responsibility to you and to the baby. I just know that he’ll be back.”

She could see the dumb hope in his eyes, the refusal to believe his hero had cut and run. She wanted to believe, too, but something within her knew that Michael had left for good. George lived in a fantasy world right now. It would give him time to come to terms with what had happened. Time to think of some kind of solution they both could live with.

George came back to the couch and sat next to her. Holding her hands he said, “That’s what will happen, Kate. He’ll walk back in here in a day or two and y’all will get married. No man would walk out on a woman carrying his child. Not Michael anyway.”

~ * ~
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As the days turned into weeks, George became more and more withdrawn. He started looking at Kate with suspicion in his eyes. He was losing his belief in Michael and Kate couldn’t blame him. The feeling within her, that told her it was fantasy to hope, had been right. Her thoughts turned and turned in her head, an unending rut from which there could be no escape. She became deeply concerned by George’s more and more negative reactions to her. He silently ate the meals she prepared for them, rarely speaking a word to her and then went off to the fields or to bed without ever discussing his feelings. Caught in the cage of her own unhappiness and betrayal, she didn’t press him to talk to her. He would come around eventually.
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George Randsome cursed his fate, rage boiling in his veins. He walked the acres of the family farm he hated, wondering what he had ever done to deserve this. The acres of red earth, once covered in fine cotton and now going to scrub, meant less than nothing to him. He yearned for new sights and sounds. He slashed furiously at scrub grass and bushes with a piece of deadwood picked up on his solitary trek. The action giving life to his inner anger.

From the time he was a young boy, his eyes had been turned westward. He wanted to see for himself the mighty Mississippi River, to cross it and travel always westward. He would travel on and on, always seeking new sights, new sounds. He would spend his life seeking adventure.

His father had understood his dream. Had even encouraged him in the halcyon days of his early childhood. The farm had been prosperous. His two older brothers ready and willing to take over the farm after their father. He had never understood their enthusiasm for the farm. To him it was just a place of unending work. His father had never pushed him to work the fields from dawn to dusk the way his brothers did. His father had understood his need to travel.

His dream had been destroyed by the War. At first he had thought this was a chance for his lifetime of adventure to begin early. At thirteen he had thought himself a man. His father quickly disabused him of that notion. He had planned to join up as a drummer boy. Planned to see the thrill of battle, hear the roar of cannon and smell the unmistakable scent of gunpowder from hundreds of rifles. With their father’s approval, his brothers, John and Andrew, joined up with Fielding Hurst’s Sixth Calvary. It was a Union calvary and the Randsomes were staunchly Unionist. That made for hard times for the family in a county that was split in loyalties. It made for hard feelings on George’s part. He was needed now to help on the hated farm. If he ran away and joined up, his father would track him down and have him brought back in disgrace. He chaffed at the restriction. The war would be over before he was sixteen! His father made him swear that he would wait and he was bound by that promise. That was the beginning of the end of his dream, though he hadn’t known it at the time.

After his older brothers had been killed in battle, he had been uneasy, knowing that his father now expected him to stay and work the farm. To give up his long treasured plans and stay here in the red clay lands of West Tennessee. Never to see the places for which his heart yearned. His only hope now was for his sister to marry. Her husband could take his place on the farm. Then, both his parents had died of grief. He became trapped on the farm with his sister in the hellish aftermath at the end of the war. 

After the death of his parents, he had wanted to sell the farm, yet his sister refused to listen to him. She had some strange attachment to the place that he couldn’t fathom. He didn’t need her permission to sell, but ties of family held him honor bound to take care of her. He continued to cling to the hope that she would marry soon so he could turn the farm over to his new brother-in-law and shake the dust of Tennessee from his boots forever.

When he had met Michael by chance in McNairy Station, his wily brain had taken over. Here was a man with no ties, in no hurry to return to his home. A young, good looking man who needed a place to stay for a while. Kate’s face flashed across his mind. Her wide blue eyes framed by dark hair. Her slender face with its strong chin. She was a pretty woman who could surely capture this stranger for her husband and free him from the farm. With a wide smile on his face, he had invited Michael to live on the Randsome farm. He could certainly use the help and if things went as planned; he might be free within the year!

All had gone so smoothly from the start that he sometimes thought to pinch himself to see if it was all some crazy dream brought on by his own ever-growing desire to get away. Michael and Kate had taken to each other right off. He could hardly hide his glee. An added bonus had been that Michael really did know an enormous amount about farming and seemed to enjoy every aspect. They had reclaimed an additional five acres of the farm and planted it in cotton to offset the high cost of shipping it north. Since the end of the war, a high shipping fee had been imposed on Southern produce shipped north. On his own, he had hardly been able to make a profit from all his hard labor.

Where then had everything gone wrong? All his carefully calculated plans were ashes in his mouth. It all came back to Kate. What had possessed her to give herself outside the bonds of marriage? Why had Michael run off when he learned about the coming child? He had dropped so many hints to Michael about his dreams of leaving the area. Surely Michael realized that the farm would belong to him if he married Kate. Why had the man run off?

Now his sister, his unmarried sister, had the gall to tell him that she was having a bastard baby and expecting him to stay around and support her. Every time he thought of it, he wanted to choke the life from her. He had genuinely thought that Michael would return in a matter of time and take responsibility for Kate and the unborn child. With each day that passed, that hope grew dimmer and dimmer, while his rage grew in equal measure. His initial sympathy for Kate dimmed and was replaced with thoughts that she must be a whore after all. Why else would a good man like Michael leave her? Every time she looked at him with her eyes full of questions and need, his stomach turned and revulsion grew in his heart. He was now at the point that he could hardly stand to be in the same room with her. She had killed his last hope for escape from the farm. No one would marry her now, with a bastard child attached to her.

He felt as though the walls of a cage had suddenly moved closer. Where there had been a door in the past, just waiting for him to use it, there were now solid bars. The unfairness of his fate stung him like gall. He deserved his freedom. This was all Kate’s fault! She had taken his dream from him. Taken his chance to go west and see new lands and have new experiences! He gnashed his teeth in impotent rage. The deadwood limb whistled through the air and shattered as he smote the ground with all his strength. No! He would not let her steal his dream. She wasn’t worth sacrificing his dream! She had proven herself to be trash and he wouldn’t stay around to take care of trash. It was past time for him to leave this place of loss and destruction. Time for him to live his own life and make his long forsaken dream come true. No more sacrifices from George Randsome. Having made his decision, he tossed away the remains of the stick and wiped his hands vigorously together. With a jaunty step and a smile on his face he turned back to the house.

It didn’t take him long to pack his belongings. His few shirts, two pairs of pants; socks and longhandles. His shaving blade and a small mirror were the last items he packed. Picking up his bag, he started toward the stairs, then hesitated. He didn’t plan to come back, so he better take his winter things, too. It was hot now, but cold weather would come along soon enough. Returning to his room, he pulled the remaining bag from his chifforobe and packed his winter coat, heavy woolen stockings, scarf and gloves. Looking at the worn bags and thinking of the equally worn belongings inside, he deeply regretted his lack of money. He would need new boots soon and his clothing was so worn from many washings that it was thin, the colors faded to hazy grays. Also, he wouldn’t be able to travel at a fast rate since he would have to work in every town he visited to make enough money to move on from each one. Almost, he changed his mind about leaving now. He could trick Kate into thinking he would stay with her, stay until the cotton was picked, and take the profits for his traveling money.

A feeling of claustrophobia came over him. He couldn’t stay here another day. How could he raise money for traveling? He thought of his mother’s silver, saved from plundering soldiers during the war and now stored carefully in trunks in the attic. It was too bulky to carry with him and wouldn’t bring much money in a pawn shop. Too many people had treasures saved from the war and had pawned them to the point that the shops were overflowing with valuables acquired for a pittance. A plan occurred to him as he stood there. He couldn’t think why it hadn’t occurred to him long ago. A just solution it was! Chuckling softly to himself, he carried his bags to the front porch. Leaving the bags, he went around the house to the barn, saddled their mule and brought it to the front of the house. He sat down to wait patiently for Kate to return from one of her interminable walks. He had thought of leaving her a note, but decided that his anger had to have an outlet. He wanted to vent it on the person who had very nearly destroyed his dream.

~ * ~
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Kate came slowly across the yard toward him, looking puzzled by the saddled mule and the bags sitting by his side. As she came closer, she opened her lips to speak, but George forestalled anything she might want to say. The need to say his piece was too great to listen to any more of her possible futures. He jumped up, motioning her to silence as the pent up rage boiled over. If lightning had struck her on the spot, she could not have looked more shocked as the acid of his hate poured over her unsuspecting head in a gushing tide.

“You’re a whore, Kate Randsome! That’s why Michael left. When you gave yourself to him without being married, he knew you were a whore. Never mind that you’re from a respectable family. Any woman who would do what you did is a whore! I cain’t stay here and live with what you’ve done to our family. I’m going west and start a new life. When everyone finds out that you’re having a baby I won’t be able to hold my head up around here. If I hadn’t let you talk me out of leaving here a long time ago, this would never have happened. I need a life of my own. One where I can have some pride and someday find a good wife. No father around here will let me court his daughter after they find out about what you’ve done.”

As she stood frozen in horrified silence, the blood draining from her face, he picked up his bags and brushed by her.

“George, wait,” she called.

Her hand caught him by the arm. He was surprised by the strength of her small fingers as she pulled him off balance. He swung around to meet her eyes. Fright stared back at him. She was terrified by his leaving. Feeling his resolve wavering slightly, he turned his face away. He would not allow her to sway him.

“You cain’t just go off like this! Stay and think this through,” she pleaded. “ If we stand together, we can get through anything. Please, George, stay with me. I cain’t go through this alone. Come back inside and think this over some more.”

He pulled his arm from her grasp and continued to walk slowly away from her.

She screamed at his retreating back, “ This isn’t just my fault! Michael had some to do with it, too! Don’t let your opinion of him turn you against your own sister! I’m begging you, George! Please stay!”

He turned to face her again. With contempt written on his face, he said, “Damn you! I’ve done nothing but think since you told me you’re having a baby. I believe no man would desert the woman carrying his child. You must have done something to make Michael leave. He was my best friend and a good man. I cain’t stay here and face this with you. I stayed this long hoping you’d git married and I could travel like I always wanted to. You held me here against my will. You knew I never wanted to work this farm. I let you talk me out of it time and again. Well, now I’m leaving no matter what you say. You’ve ruined your own life, but I won’t let you ruin mine.”

Mounting the mule, he started slowly, deliberately away, then turned and said in a cruel voice, “If you’re worried about running the farm by yourself, I’m sure you can lure another man to your bed as soon as you have your baby. Maybe you’ll get lucky and get one who’ll stay. Not that any decent man would have you now.”

She was left gaping in disbelief as he rode away. He never once looked back.
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“Not that any decent man would have you now. Not that any DECENT MAN would have you now. NOT THAT ANY DECENT MAN WOULD HAVE YOU NOW!” Her brother’s final words to her echoed through Kate’s head, getting louder with each repetition until she thought she would lose her mind. Grasping her head tightly with both hands, she squeezed with all her strength in an effort to block out the hateful words. Her mind struggled to take in the enormity of her downfall. Her world was crumbling around her again, only this time she knew there would be no end to hostilities. There would be no truce declared. She would spend the rest of her life at war with the class she had been born into, never able to call a cease-fire.

Retreating to the sanctuary of her childhood bedroom, she took refuge in the blessed arms of sleep. In that place there was no struggle, no horror, no shame—only a deep, dark, velvety peace that she longed for with all her soul. Then, this last solace deserted her. She could sleep no more. She cried endlessly. George had turned his back on his own flesh and blood and sided with an outsider. A foreboding filled her. George had been the first to turn on her. Who would be next?

A week passed while Kate tried to sleep as much as possible to escape the unbearable thoughts that occupied her waking mind. Each period of consciousness brought on the portentous feeling of the foundations of her life cracking apart. She tried desperately to outrun the emotions hovering over her like giant storm clouds, just waiting to unleash a maelstrom on her head. No matter how she twisted and turned, tried to outrace the storm, it continued to hover menacingly.

~ * ~
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One morning, she heard footsteps on the front porch. Thinking that George had had second thoughts and decided to stand by her after all, Kate flew toward the front door. As she entered the hallway, by some strange alchemy, sunlight splashed onto the large gilt framed mirror hanging there. She froze in shock at what she saw. Her hair hung around her shoulders in a tangled rat’s nest. Dark circles punctuated her eyes and accented her sunken cheeks. Her dress, wrinkled and stained with sweat. She had become a stranger to herself.

A persistent knocking drew her attention back to the door. From her place in the shadows, she glanced in that direction, then stared in horror. Not George; her sister, Savannah. What now? Should she tell her sister? Would she turn away as George had done? The questions flew through Kate’s head one after the other.

Her sister’s voice called, “Kate! Are you home? I brought some preserves I made. The ones that George loves so much.”

She continued to stand silent in the dim interior as though her feet had grown into the floor. Uncertainty warred within her. Her tongue stuck itself to the roof of her mouth. Indecision swirled through her.

Peering through the door, Savannah, saw her cowering in the shadows and said, “Kate, why are you just standing there?”

When Kate didn’t answer, Savannah pushed the door further open and came in. Taking one look at Kate’s ravaged eyes and tangled hair, she dropped the basket of preserves on the floor, where it made a dull thud on the uncarpeted wood. A jar of preserves rolled free and came to rest against the wall a few feet away. Kate experienced a hysterical desire to giggle.

“Are you all right?” Savannah asked her anxiously. “ Has something happened? Why didn’t you answer me? Where’s George?” The questions fired at her one after another like gunshots across the shadowy hallway.

Kate knew that the time had come for her truth to come out. At least to family. She must know as soon as possible who would stand by her and adjust her life accordingly. Her voice felt rusty, her throat sore, making it difficult to get the words to come, but she squeezed them past the blockage.

“I’m going to have a baby.” She said in a strangely wooden voice. “It’s Michael’s baby. He left so he wouldn’t have to marry me. When George found out the truth he left, too. He said he wouldn’t be able to hold up his head around here when people found out about the baby. ”

Savannah staggered as though from a physical blow. Her eyes grew so wide that a white ring showed all the way around the blue-grey color that matched Kate’s own eyes. Her voice, when she spoke came as almost a whisper, 

“Oh, My God In Heaven. What have you done? How did this happen?”

A little girl in Kate’s head began to cry helplessly. Why wouldn’t anyone help her? She was so scared and alone and no one would help her. Kate became angry at the sniveling child in her head. She grasped at the anger gratefully and turned it on her sister. “Everyone seems to be calling on God for an answer when I tell them what’s happened. I don’t care what God thinks. I need my family to help me. Are you going to help, or are you going to cut and run like Michael and George?”

The concern vanished from Savannah’s face and she snapped back, “Don’t you take that tone with me, Missy! You’ve obviously been a stupid fool. What I don’t understand is why George didn’t send you packing instead of running off himself.”

Struggling to maintain her anger, Kate replied, “It seems that George turned out to be the irresponsible, no-account that your sainted husband always said he would be.” Kate snapped back. “This farm is mine now and I’m gonna run it myself. I’m gonna hire freemen to pick the cotton for me this year.” Anger and fright battled for possession of her as she tried to appear brave in front of her sister.

Savannah had drawn herself up tall and straight at the remark about her husband, Tom. Then, laughing cruelly she asked, “And just what do you think you’re gonna use for money to pay this hired labor?”

Thinking quickly, with the cunning of the desperate, she found an idea. “I’ll just get them on as sharecroppers. Lots of people are doing that now. I have to do something to keep this place running so I’ll have food on my table and a roof over my head. If nobody’s gonna stand by me, then I’ll just make do for myself.” She flung her false bravado in her sister’s face in self-protection. Inside her head the little girl continued to cry forlornly, wondering why no one loved her anymore.

As her sister turned in a huff to leave, Kate regretted her harsh words. The false bravado ran out of her. She held out her hand in entreaty.

“Savannah, I’m sorry for talking to you like that. You just don’t know what I’ve been through these last weeks. George leaving was the last straw. I just couldn’t cope. Please, don’t turn your back on me, too!”

Savannah turned back to Kate with a hard, flinty look in her eyes, but her tone became softer when she spoke.

“I have to talk to Tom about this. What you’ve done is horrible to me and you know how religious Tom is. I’m afraid there won’t be any forgiveness on his part.”

As Savannah turned away and went down the porch steps, the little girl in Kate’s head began to scream in fear.

After her sister left, Kate walked tiredly into the kitchen and sat at the table. Leaning her elbows on it she put her heavy head in her hands, tried to think of some kind of solution. Despite her brave words to Savannah, she had no idea how she would get the cotton crop picked. It would be difficult to find any men this close to picking time. Most of the men who were interested in working were already on other farms. There was no other house on the property to offer as a home for sharecroppers. Despair threatened to swallow her. She knew that when she started looking around for help it would mean that everyone would know that George had left. And Michael, too. Kate was determined that she wouldn’t tell them the truth. She would keep her secret for as long as possible. Now she must think of some believable reason for George and Michael leaving. What would people believe? It had to be something that wouldn’t be questioned. Something that the rest of the family would stand by readily. The rest of the family. Kate didn’t think that she could face them all with her disgrace. She would go to Savannah and beg her to tell no one. She must keep this secret as long as possible. Maybe some solution would occur that she hadn’t thought of yet and no one would need to know. She sat up straight suddenly. Of course. She might be able to cause a miscarriage! That had happened to other women she knew. She would pick the cotton herself until she became so tired she dropped and maybe strain herself so much that she would lose the baby. Why hadn’t she thought of it before? Instead of mooning around, feeling sorry for herself, she should have been concentrating on solving the problem. A surge of energy rushed through her. The first thing to do would be to go to Savannah and persuade her to keep the secret.

~ * ~
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Kate covered the short distance through the woods to Savannah’s house as though she had wings on her feet. She arrived hot and out of breath. She quickly mopped her forehead with her sleeve to remove that layer of dirt and sweat. She knocked on the old wood door with its peeling paint and scuffed her dusty shoes on the equally weathered boards of the front porch.

Savannah pushed open the door on squeaking hinges and remarked, “ I didn’t expect to see you again today. I haven’t had a chance to talk to Tom. He ain’t in from the fields just yet. Come on in and sit a spell. I’ve got over the bad shock and sassy talk you gave me this morning.”

Kate interrupted her quickly, “That’s just what I came to see you about. To apologize again for how I acted this morning and to ask you a favor. Don’t tell anybody about the baby. Just keep it between us two for a while.”

“What?” Savannah asked in surprise. “How do you think you’re gonna keep this a secret? People will notice something before long. There’s gonna be a lot of talk when everyone hears that George and Michael are gone. What are you planning on telling them?”

Kate shifted uncomfortably on the sagging blue sofa in the parlor. Could she tell her sister what she planned? No, Savannah would never go along with trying to kill a baby. Even one that wasn’t born yet. Deciding on a plan, she looked back at Savannah’s confused face and said, “I thought we could say that George was really unhappy here now. That he just wanted to try to find a new life out west and he talked Michael into going with him. We don’t have to say anything else just yet. Please, Savannah. I’m begging you to help now. Don’t turn away from me like George did. I cain’t face this alone. You know what will happen when everybody finds out the truth. Just help me right now. Help me to have a little time before everybody knows. Please, Savannah!”

Kate dropped to her knees and put her head in her sister's lap as she sobbed out all the misery in her heart. If only Michael had stayed and married her, she wouldn’t be in this fix now. She felt the tension in Savannah’s muscles, but her sister stroked her hair with a gently touch.

Kate had begun to think her sister wouldn’t help her when she heard Savannah say in a quiet voice, “What do you mean we could say this?”

Relief stopped Kate’s tears. She sat back on her heels on the rag rug that covered the uneven floor. “Well, it stands to reason that we all have to have the same story. We cain’t all be telling different things to people. Then they’ll know that something’s wrong and keep sniffing around till they find out what it is.”

Savannah’s continued to use the quiet voice, but Kate could see growing in her eyes as she said, “You’re asking me to lie to Tom and to let him be telling lies to people without him knowing it’s a lie he’s telling. I don’t think I can do that, Kate.”

“Please, Savannah. You can blame it all on me. Tell Tom that I lied to you all along and you didn’t know any different, just like him.”

“I don’t see what good this will do,” Savannah said in a puzzled tone. “The truth will come out eventually. What do you think will change between now and then?”

Her eyes got suddenly huge in her pale face. She looked at Kate sharply, saying, “You don’t aim to harm yourself, do you, Kate? If I thought for a minute that you were planning some kind of harm to yourself I wouldn’t go along with you on this.”

“Then you’ll go along with me for now?” Kate asked eagerly. “ I don’t plan any harm. I just need some time to think this thing through without everybody wagging their tongues before I get used to the idea. That’s all.”

It wasn’t a real lie. She wasn’t planning to harm herself. Just the baby that she wished with all her heart wasn’t growing in her. As much as she had loved Michael, she now hated him. She didn’t think that doing away with his baby would pain her conscience too much. Her future depended on no one ever knowing what she had done. Kate intended to keep her place and respectability. Murder was a sin before God, but she couldn’t live her life as an outcast. Not if it was within her power to change fate. Relief flooded her when Savannah answered, “I’ll go along for a little while. I don’t like lying to Tom. I never have before and I don’t think this is a good time to start. But, I’ll give you a little time. I don’t approve of what you did nor what you’re doing now. I just hope we can work something out. Mama and Daddy would want me to take care of you if I can, so I’m gonna try my best to do what’s best.”

Kate heaved a sigh of relief. They talked a little longer about Savannah’s children, the hot weather, speculated about where George might be and what he might be doing. Later, Kate went home through the lengthening afternoon shadows, her secret plan clutched close to her heart.

~ * ~
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Savannah Claiborne’s thoughts were in a turmoil after Kate left. Her own sister had become a whore. Just thinking the words to herself caused as deep a sense of shock as hearing them from her sister’s lips. She knew that their parents had taught Kate that fornication was a sin. What had possessed the silly fool to give herself outside the bonds of marriage? The big question now was how she would handle the information. All their friends and neighbors would take against Kate as soon as word got out. A shudder went down her spine. Would they take against her, too? Surely not. It wasn’t her fault her sister was in this fix. But then again, if she stood in support of her sister, she might see a lot of backs turned to her. It just wasn’t fair that after everything else she had survived that this should happen now. Tom would be dumbfounded, then enraged when he knew. Savannah found that she wasn’t looking forward to facing Tom’s ire when he knew. His God was not one of forgiveness. Thank goodness Kate had the family farm to live on. When she talked to Tom she would emphasize that point. They could cut contact with Kate to a minimum. She herself had to maintain some contact. She had promised her mother on her deathbed to look after Kate and George as best she could. George had gone out of her reach now, but Kate would have to be looked after. She had never dreamed when she made that promise to her dying mother that something so horrible would happen. She considered how she and her husband would manage things. Tom would have to help with the farm. She shrugged aside Kate’s claim that she would get sharecroppers to help her. That was just a fool notion her sister thought up to save face. A sigh escaped her lips. She couldn’t help thinking how much easier it would have been on everyone if Kate had left to bear her bastard in secrecy somewhere far away instead of George leaving.
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Still a few weeks until time to pick the cotton. The rows stretched away in their red clay furrows, the bolls open, the shining white cotton gaining strength from the hot sun. Kate waited, her patience running thin. Time dragged by at a snail-like pace, with one exception. There was a close call with Tom. He came over as soon as Savannah told him about George and Michael leaving.

Kate’s heart leapt into her throat when she saw Tom crossing the yard late in the afternoon. He must have come straight from his own fields to judge from the dust on his shoes and overalls; his expression dark and disapproving as he approached her. Heart racing in a staccato rhythm she wondered, Had Savannah betrayed my secret, after all?

“Sister, my wife tells me that George and Michael have high tailed it west,” Tom stated. “I’m having some trouble believing that they just took off so sudden.” His dark eyes looked sharply at her face. “Are you holding back something the rest of us should know? I heard some ugly talk over to McNairy Station yesterday that George owes a lot of money. What do you know about it?”

Relaxing just a little, her heart slowing to a more normal rhythm, she eyed Tom trying to see if he knew her secret. But she saw noting else in his eyes. Savannah must have kept the secret. Now she must find some way to convince her brother-in-law that George had left for no other reason than that he had been unhappy here for so long. She replied in a calm voice, “Tom, George was just really unhappy here in the last couple of years. You know he’s been itching to go west for a long time. He figured the rest of the family would help me with the farm and he could go west and find a new life. Michael decided to go with him. It struck him as some kind of adventure. George don’t owe any money. You know how folks are around here. If there ain’t some real gossip floating around, then they’ll just make up something to talk about. George took some money we had put by, he knew I’d be all right till the crop gets picked and then I’ll have the money from that to live on till next year.”

Tom didn’t look like he believed the story. He attacked next in a vulnerable area that Kate hadn’t thought about. “Well, why did Michael go? He’s been sparkin’ you for months. We’ve all been waiting to hear a wedding announcement. What happened betwixt the two of you that he would take off with George instead of staying here and marrying you? He’d have this whole place then.”

Dangerous ground. Her heart jumped in fear. She must convince Tom of her story. She let a tone of impatience creep into her voice, “I told you! Michael thought it sounded like a grand adventure. It was never serious with Michael and me. We just enjoyed spending time together. I was here on the farm and it just seemed natural for him to escort me anytime we went out to socials and dances.”

Puzzlement crept over Tom’s face. He let it go, however, and moved on to what she realized was his main reason for coming by to see her. Concerned about getting the cotton picked.

“You’ll need a man to help you run this farm. I cain’t hardly spare any time to help you out. I got my own place to see to and so does everybody else. George was just plain loco to think we could all pitch in and help you out over here! How we’ll manage to get the cotton picked on this place, I don’t know. I just cain’t figure out why he didn’t at least wait till the crop was picked before he took off. That boy never has had much sense of responsibility. I’ll have to figure something out to get the cotton picked before it rots in the field.”

Kate didn’t want him pursuing the subject of George any further, so she blurted out the first lie that occurred to her. She knew it would distract him from the subject of George.

“I’ve found some freedmen to pick it on a share. I told Savannah about it the other day.”

Tom responded just as she’d known he would—outrage. His jaw worked as his eyes bulged in their sockets. Finally he exploded in wrath.

“Dang it, Sister! What fool plan is this? You’re gonna need every penny you can get to get you through the winter. This place don’t hardly turn a profit as it is. Now you’ll have to be sharing with the Nigras who pick the cotton for you.”

Tired of dealing with Tom, she wished he would just leave. There were more important things to worry about just now than how the cotton would get picked. Why wouldn’t the man just go away and leave her in peace? She said, “Well, I knew that you and the rest wouldn’t hardly have the time to be picking the cotton here and at you’re own places too, so I made arrangements on my own.”

Tom looked away for a moment as though suddenly interested in something coming down the road, but when Kate turned to look, she saw only the dusty red track winding away into the shadow of the trees that bordered it just past the farm. She saw his jaw muscles clinching and unclenching under his sunburned skin. Finally he looked back at her and said, “I reckon it’s for the best. I really don’t know how we could have managed otherwise,” his voice took on a stern note as he continued, “ but I don’t like you making business decisions on your own. In the future, all of us will decide together what's to be done for you.”

She didn’t much like his tone, but Tom had always been bossy about matters that she thought were none of his business. She could see his point though. She would need his help when it came time to sell the cotton, so she agreed nicely that next time she would consult him about any business matters. She would have agreed to anything just then to get rid of him.

After a long, stern look at her to make sure she had taken his point, he finally went on home, walking with the long legged gait he had always had although he now had a slight stoop to his shoulders and his dark hair was beginning to show gray mixed into it. 

~ * ~
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Tom Claiborne puzzled over the situation on the way home. The story told to him by his wife just didn’t ring true. Somebody was holding something back. He didn’t doubt for a minute that young George would take it into his head to run off. Everybody knew that the boy had always wanted to leave the farm and travel. No, what was the real puzzler here was that Michael would take off with George. Tom had thought Michael a reliable, hardworking man and had been relieved, after he had gotten to know Michael, a reliable man helping out on his wife’s family
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