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         ‘Gothic, deliriously dreamlike and beautifully written’

Joseph Olshan
         


         


             


         


         ‘Sugar = money = power = religion: A wonderful, connected chain of events and people, captured with an extraordinary sense of magic. This book keeps you on your toes and begging for more’

Tim Gosling
         


         


             


         


         ‘Ingenious, interesting, poetic’

Fay Weldon
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         ‘Lois Walden’s One More Stop reminds you how to live again. How to make love, how to feel pain and joy and be a woman … amazing’

Miriam Margolyes
         


         


             


         


         ‘A stunning piece of literary fiction’

Diva
         


         


             


         


         ‘In One More Stop, Lois Walden introduces you to a friend you do not want to lose. By turns hilarious, aggressive and touching, Loli Greene drags us in her wake as she crosses the US on a journey of self-discovery for her and for us. A terrific first novel’

Maria Aitkin
         


         


             


         


         ‘Funny and fierce and passionate … a remarkable first novel’

Rebecca Gilman
         


         


             


         


         ‘Just the kind of book I like: quirky with characters that leap off the page’

Jenn Ashworth
         


         


             


         


         ‘A perfect example of pithy, punchy 21st-century fiction’

Rose Collis
         


         


             


         


         ‘In her brilliant first novel, Lois Walden demonstrates a sharp eye, a mordant pen and an empathy for those women who sometimes find themselves on the edge of society’ Gillian Freeman
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            AFTERWORLD


         


         Where are we? We are in the place before thought, before you were you, before you came into form. We created this place for you, for you and your family. I am your dreamer. You are my dream. I dreamed you into being. You are not in the image and likeness of me. You are very much you, whoever you are. I am but the beginning of you. All that has been, all that is … includes you. All of your ‘The Lord is my shepherd; I shall not want’ is what you think I need to hear. I do not need to hear any of it. I am too busy dreaming you. You want to know how it works? How can I answer unanswerable questions?
         


         Rheta’s questions: ‘Why did I give away my son? Is he dead or alive?’ Doreen’s question: ‘Why do I drink?’ Doreen is here with us, still trying to get over her psychological stupor; years and years after her death … a difficult transition for her. Steven’s questions, which have everything to do with Doreen’s drinking: ‘Why boys? Why Theodore?’ Winston’s question: ‘Why did Charlotte have to die?’ How many times do I have to listen to that one? Melanie’s heartfelt question: ‘Why? Why my baby girl. Why did they take her so soon?’ Understandable. Then there is Charlotte. Charlotte. Melanie’s daughter, Winston’s wife, Charlotte, who has been driving me crazy with her moods and never-ending questions: ‘Why can’t we fly like the peregrine falcons? Why can’t we be like the cypress trees? Why, why, why?’ Do not ask me. I haven’t the faintest idea. Finally, there is Theodore and his questions: ‘What do I want? Will I ever be content?’ Who is content in any world?
         


         There are so many individuals, dead and alive, seeking answers. I have better things to do with my time than answer every single one of their questions, thoughts and prayers. Have I made myself clear?


         Let me explain. When I created you, and I did create you, I dreamed you into form. My dream was your awakening. I chose your family, chose your fate, gave you the life that you call ‘my life’. When you call it ‘my life’, it is as if you believe there is some personal purpose to your residency on earth. Your ego is my greatest frustration. If only you understood that I dreamed you up in the first place, maybe you would be less resistant during those final moments when I am finished dreaming you. So what if you no longer exist? If you did not exist in the first place, why should it matter? Why wouldn’t you want to time travel on your iridescent silver thread back into ‘My Kingdom’, as you put it, which sounds a bit grandiose, but you need to call it ‘A Kingdom’ and I cannot stop you from calling it that, can I?
         


         Imagine my frustration? ‘Thy will be done on earth as it is in heaven.’ There is no heaven! There is no hell! And Purgatory is the most peculiar notion you have ever invented; a purification process for all who have sinned? There is simply not enough time to purify each and every soul who aspires to achieve the holiness necessary to enter the joy of some imagined heaven. Sometimes, I wish we had never started this experiment. I could stop dreaming, but that wouldn’t be any fun. I like the drama, too.
         


         The Duvaliers are but one example of my infinite manifestations. When I came to the end of my dreaming Charlotte, she was relieved. She thanked me. She travelled on her silver thread without any resistance whatsoever. She left Theodore; her beautiful infant boy. The family wept, they moaned, they asked so many questions of me, I wondered if I had misunderstood the directive. Charlotte asked nothing. She knew it was the end of my dreaming her. She understood it was an even trade. I do not understand why Charlotte has been so petulant since she arrived. After all, it was she who was so anxious to get out in the first place.


         I hope Lily awakens soon. Maybe she can help with Charlotte, talk some sense into the girl. When she was alive, Lily never asked anything of me. Never. She never complained about her marriage to Carter. What a mess that was. I wonder which world has got a hold of him? I am delighted he is not here.
         


         I seldom know when I will awaken, when I will call you home to be with me, when it will be your time to leave. There will come a mysterious moment when I have no choice but to dream you back into life, only to wonder when we will be together again.


         
         


      


    

  
    
      


         
         


         


            RHETA B.


         


         Fourteen. I was fourteen years old when Minister Cleveland had his way with me. When it comes to bein’ taken down by your minister in The House of The Lord, who you gonna tell? Nobody. You don’t say nothin’ to no one. You let yourself swell up like a hot-air party balloon; ankles swell, fingers swell, bosoms swell, until everyone around you realizes you are swollen with child. Such shame don’t come free. You pay. And the minister, he don’t pay a penny for what’s happened behind his altar. He don’t even know that this future bastard is his child. He’s too busy sleepin’ with the female population in his congregation to consider whether or not this bastard is his bastard. Pardon me for saying so, but his dick has been in just about every woman’s hole in the Church of Heavenly Saints. Heaven help all the bastards seeded by Minister Cleveland.


         Cleveland Alexander was born on a wet spring day in May of nineteen hundred and fifty-four. Baton Rouge clinic was a haven for fallen women. They greeted me with open arms. They didn’t care whether I was black, white, red or yellow. No one asked me who was the father of my child. I was one of many black, unmarried women who walked through those green wooden doors.


         When my water broke, which took me by complete surprise, they drugged me. When I woke up, they put Cleveland Alexander in my arms. He was smaller than a white rabbit, cuter than a Kewpie doll. His hands were two-toned; the inside milky white, the outside chocolate brown. I remember his smell; syrup, maple; sweet sweet sweet. Nobody visited. My mother wanted to visit, but my daddy wouldn’t allow it. It was when I gave birth to Cleveland Alexander that my daddy made a hard and fast decision to disown me. Nothin’ quite like bein’ disowned; no place to go, no one to call on the telephone, no one to help me through the most important decision of my wicked life.
         


         ‘Why me?’ I asked myself. ‘How do I deal with this helpless infant, who the good Lord has placed under my watchful eye?’ Soon after his birth, I put Cleveland Alexander up for adoption. Never went back home. Never saw my daddy again. Spoke to my mama once or twice on the telephone. But, I never saw her kind eyes again. There are some disappointments that break your heart. That was the biggest disappointment of ’em all. One misstep in an unforgivin’ direction forever changed my life. But, was it not for that one misstep, I might never have known the other child I call my own: Theodore Faulkner Duvalier.
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         Mr Steven Duvalier is a gentleman. Did you ever see the movie Gone with the Wind? Mr Duvalier looks like the Mr Ashley character: slim, quiet, easy on the eyes; a good man with a sweet heart. When I look at him, I see a deep wound; an enormous ache that he can’t shake. His brother has the same kind of ache. I understand his brother’s ache; what with his wife, Charlotte, dyin’ so young.
         


         Mr Steven Duvalier’s wife, Doreen, was a strong-willed woman with a mean-ass temper. When she screamed, the sugar-cane lost its sweetness. I mean, you could hear her bitterness resoundin’ throughout the sugar-cane fields for miles and miles. I don’t like a hot temper. Reminds me of my daddy. And I don’t need to be reminded of him, especially by someone who is my employer.


         When you clean houses, you want to feel confident. If you don’t get any praise, you don’t feel like you’ve done the right kind of a job. That’s how I felt when I worked at Mr Steven and Miss Doreen’s house; like I was walkin’ on eggshells. One misstep and the whole damn job would crack apart and I’d be out the door, on my ass, with egg on my pretty little face. What would I do then? Now I know the answer. Clean. I can cook and I can clean. There’ll always be a job for me. Have to keep remindin’ myself that things are goin’ to work out. ‘Things are goin’ to work out’. I will land on my two feet. I can clean. I don’t mind gettin’ my hands dirty. I can be of service to those folks who don’t know the first thing about pickin’ up after themselves. I pick up for them.
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         Every evenin’ I anxiously waited for Mr Steven to come home from work. His calm presence quieted down Miss Doreen. She was a handful. But, from the moment he walked through the front door, she was a very different person; on her best behaviour, almost a human bein’. Almost.


         When Miss Doreen drank her bourbon on the rocks, which was every single afternoon, she became another person altogether. At around four o’clock, she would kick off her shoes, sit in the recliner and ask me to bring her the bottle. I did what she asked. It seemed awful early to be gettin’ tight. Not to her. She wanted her liquor. Now! After a couple of bourbons she’d be hurlin’ insults at every corner of the room. Nobody was listenin’. Maybe there were things in that great room that never revealed themselves to me. She certainly had some deep-seeded resentments bubblin’ up inside of her. I’m tellin’ you. Those chintz curtains got quite an earful.


         Chewin’ ice. She had a talent for chewin’ large cubes of ice; like a cow chewin’ its cud on a hot afternoon. Never broke one tooth. Wonder what she was thinkin’ about while she chewed away her afternoons. Never chewed at night. Miss Doreen is no longer with us, rest her soul. Fortunately, long before she died, I was already workin’ for Mr Steven Duvalier’s brother, Mr Winston Duvalier. I didn’t have to watch Miss Doreen drink herself into the grave. Mercy comes in many ways; that timely change of employment is but one example of mercy’s watchful eye. I’m on loan. It’s permanent. Glad of it. Mr Steven knew the situation was dire at Mr Winston’s house. Mr Winston’s wife had passed away durin’ childbirth leavin’ Mr Winston with a five-year-old girl and a newborn baby boy. Charlotte Duvalier gave her young life so that Theodore Faulkner Duvalier could enter the world. That’s how Mr Winston saw it. He didn’t want anythin’ to do with Theodore. Whenever he looked at his son, he thought about his wife. Sugar-cane fire burned out of control in his heart. Even though he married two more times, he’d never forget her. Even though the child needed his father’s love, the father couldn’t give it, because he wouldn’t forgive his son for changin’ his imagined future into an unimaginable nightmare.
         


         Alice, Theodore’s big sister, was tickled pink to have a newborn baby brother. She loved him to pieces.
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         The Duvalier family has been in sugar for over a hundred years. Mr Steven, who runs the business now, ran the business with his father, Carter Duvalier, who inherited the business from his father, William Duvalier, who inherited the business from his father, whose name I don’t remember.


         When the pressure from a hurricane blew a manhole cover sky high in New Orleans, it hit Mr Carter Duvalier in the head. Killed him in an inhale. Carter Duvalier’s wife, Lily Duvalier, the mother of Mr Steven and Mr Winston, insisted that the sugar-cane business remain in the family. Without missin’ a beat, Miss Lily called a meetin’ with her two sons and their respective wives. She informed them that it was her intention to take over the affairs of Pine Grove Plantation. Miss Doreen was pretty pissed off. She hated Miss Lily’s strong will. Miss Lily never liked Miss Doreen much either. She could not tolerate her daughter-in law’s drinkin’ indulgences.


         The brothers knew there was no changin’ their mother’s mind. Mr Steven was delighted to keep the business intact, so as to have a job that made him feel useful. Mr Winston, who at the time of his father’s death was married to his second wife, Miss Francine, had become a successful heart surgeon in Baton Rouge. He didn’t much care who ran the damn sweet mess, as long as he kept his beautiful home, which was situated on the edge of one of the sugar-cane fields in Vermilion Parish. Miss Francine, who was from the north, didn’t know the first thing ’bout sugar, except that the family’s successful business made her life just a little sweeter.
         


         Miss Lily reminded me of Scarlett O’Hara. She fought with all her strength to keep the land in the family. Unlike Miss Scarlett, Miss Lily got what she wanted. Miss Lily always got what she wanted. Though she’s no longer with us, her iron-fisted ways play a big part in how the business is run. Even from her grave, she’s still the boss of Pine Grove Plantation.
         


         Couldn’t have been nicer to me. Grateful that I took care of Theodore. She loved that boy. ‘Rheta B.,’ she said, adoringly. ‘He is different than the rest of us. This boy’s got the soul of his mother. Look at those eyes. No one can escape his charm.’


         Only time I ever saw Miss Lily cry was at Miss Charlotte’s funeral. She loved Miss Charlotte. Everybody loved her. Mind you, Miss Charlotte was not easy. She didn’t take any bossin’ around from anybody, not even from Miss Lily. Miss Charlotte came from a fine southern bankin’ family. Didn’t put the slightest financial demands on Mr Winston. If she needed somethin’, she had her own personal fortune at her disposal.


         Miss Lily liked that about her daughter-in-law. Miss Doreen, on the other hand, came from a poor family without a cent. She never stopped complainin’ for one minute about not havin’ enough of anythin’, ’cept an overabundance of heartache. I could have given her a few lessons in heartache. I didn’t. Not my place to give her a lecture on life.
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         Theodore was magical; even when he cried, there was somethin’ special ’bout his tears. They fell in perfect circles. Whenever I held him in my arms, I thought ’bout my son Cleveland Alexander. Where was he? Who was takin’ care of him? Did I do the right thing by givin’ him away? But when I looked into Theodore’s eyes, I knew I was meant to be where I was; takin’ care of Miss Charlotte’s little boy. Were it not for me, no one ’cept Miss Lily, when she had the time, which wasn’t very often, would have taken care of Theodore. That is until Miss Charlotte’s mother, Miss Melanie, moved from Atlanta to Baton Rouge. She wanted to be close to her only grandson.
         


         Every other week she visited her husband, Bud, in Atlanta. He didn’t seem to care one bit about the arrangement. I thought it peculiar. But, Miss Melanie was different, just like Theodore; unusual, independent. She did what she wanted when she wanted. Nowadays, we’d say she’s a free spirit.
         


         Charlotte was her only child. I can’t imagine how painful it was for her to lose her only child like that. I just can’t. When Miss Melanie first arrived at Pine Grove, she refused to talk about the girl. She buried her sorrow in the curves of her heart and the marrow of her bones.


         She loved Theodore like he was her own. Come to think of it, he was her own. Any child born into a family belongs to every generation of that family. Theodore belonged to everyone but his father. Miss Melanie found Mr Winston’s prejudice against his own child unforgivable. Often, there were harsh words between them. I disappeared during those confrontations. Don’t stick around when the dirty laundry is bein’ hung out to dry; one of the tricks of my trade.


         The boy had three women takin’ care of him. But, I was the one changin’ his diapers, burpin’ him, throwin’ him high up in the air every single day of his early life. I am still the woman who takes care of that boy. Every blessed Sunday he calls me from New York City.


         I ask him, ‘Are you takin’ care of yourself up there in that mean ol’ city?’


         He laughs. ‘I always take care of myself, Rheta B. You, Melanie and Grandma Lily taught me how to do that better than you will ever know.’ The boy tickles me no end. But, I do worry ’bout him. He seems so restless. Wish he’d settle down. Now that would be a true blessin’. Amen.
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         Durin’ those every other weekends, when Miss Melanie was in Baton Rouge, Theodore begged his daddy, ‘Please let me visit Grandma! Please!’ He made a pest of himself. Sooner or later, after he’d pestered his father to the point of absolute annoyance, he got his way.


         I packed his cardboard suitcase, made sure he had plenty of clean underwear, ironed and folded his shirts and slacks, packed his penny loafers, placed ’em on the bottom of the bag, handed him his Bible, took him to the Greyhound bus station and sent him on his way. Missed him when he was gone. Hardly knew what to do with myself. But it made him so happy to be with his grandma, so I gave up my missin’ him for more productive activities.


         Miss Melanie spoiled Theodore like you can’t imagine; gave him coffee milk every mornin’, peanut-butter sandwiches for lunch, cookies in the afternoon and pulled pork for dinner. Every evenin’, before he went to bed, she pulled out photo albums filled with pictures of his mother. Often she’d tell him stories ’bout Miss Charlotte that would bring tears to her eyes. ‘She’s watchin’ over us, son. God took the sweetest girl to heaven so we could have the sweetest boy on earth.’


         Other than walkin’ through the sugar-cane fields, there was nothin’ that made Theodore happier than spendin’ time with his grandma.


         


            [image: ]
            


         


         Before Miss Charlotte died, Mr Steven promised her he’d be there for the boy. He promised. It was sweet how much time he spent with Theodore. When Mr Steven wasn’t visitin’ with Theodore, he was out on the road sellin’ sugar. Seemed like he focused on the business with a vengeance. Had no time for his family. His children, Carter Jr and Daphne, practically raised themselves without a father. And then there was the problem with Miss Doreen, their mother. The more time Mr Steven spent away from home, the more time Miss Doreen hit the bottle. I’m tellin’ you, poor Miss Doreen just up and disappeared into her drink. So sad; sad for everyone in the family, ’specially for poor Miss Doreen. Fortunately, I had switched households by then.
         


         Things got worse and worse with Miss Doreen. When Mr Steven finally came off the road, some days he would walk for miles through Pine Grove’s sugar fields, come over to Mr Winston’s and beg me to do him a favour. ‘Rheta. Go over to our house and put Miss Doreen to bed. Please, Rheta B. Please! I need your help. I don’t know what to do with her any more.’ He looked so unhappy. It broke my heart to see such a good man in so much pain.


         Miss Doreen wouldn’t let any of the other help bring her upstairs; threw glasses full of ice cubes at every single one of ’em. As soon as she saw me, she smiled, let down her guard just a little bit. ‘Rheta B. Things aren’t goin’ right with me. I am so unhappy.’


         It broke my heart, but not enough to leave Theodore. I’d never leave him. When he was grown up, ready to face the grown-up world, he’d be the one to leave me.
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