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“Henceforth I learn that to obey is best,
And love with fear the only God, to walk
As in his presence, ever to observe
His providence and on him sole depend,
Merciful over all his works, with good
Still overcoming evil, and by small
Accomplishing great things …”



John Milton
Paradise Lost, Book XII
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EASTER SUNDAY, APRIL 23, 2000
3:12P.M.

The state would execute her. She knew that. She accepted it the same way she had accepted the fact that there were too many needlepoint pillows in her living room. Someone would stick a needle in her arm and she’d swoon. Her eyes would roll back into her head and she’d transform from a person into a thing. They’d kill her, but not her meaning. They’d get a full confession, but never a word of remorse.

She had so many of her mother’s pretty things around the house. It sickened her to think Audena would clean out the place. Her sister-in-law wouldn’t know what to keep and what to pitch. Audena would probably keep the rag rugs and use Mama’s Aubusson in the doghouse. Well, so what? Without past associations, heirlooms reverted back into things. She slipped two large photographs out of their ornate sterling silver frames: her parents’ wedding in ’49 with Daddy in his Navy uniform, and her brother Henson’s fourteenth birthday at the New York World’s Fair in 1964. Those she would keep to the end.

She had to think about her immediate future, what to say, what to hold in silence. What to expect from the police and the legal system. There would be questions, of course, followed by her detailed confession. Then they’d charge her with murder. She’d spend her first night ever in the county jail. A public defender would turn up. There’d be an arraignment. Then she’d have to stand her ground. She’d enter a guilty plea, provided she was allowed to detail not only her crime but also a history of her relationship with her victim.

The world would know and remember everything.

When the deputy knocked, she’d open the door, hand him her overnight bag, and say, “What took you so long?”

Her eyes followed a garland of pastel roses in the carpet to a printed rectangle of lavender paper on the floor at the far end of the sofa. It was this morning’s church bulletin. The front was a rough pencil drawing of a myopic Jesus wearing a crown of thorns—Averill’s crude handiwork. His insistence on demonstrating his complete lack of artistic talent every week only made sense if you accepted the fact that he had never made a lick of sense. As usual, he’d goaded her into lettering the title of his sermon with her calligraphy pen.

Why did Jesus go to Jerusalem?

It was one of his standby sermons. In her year and a half as his wife, she’d already heard it twice. She had always tuned it out as more of his sanctimonious nonsense. However, now, tracing the carefully drawn letters with her finger—right now, listening in the quiet aftermath for the sound of an approaching car—she saw the meaning in the question. Why had the cross-eyed fool ridden that swayback mule into downtown Jerusalem in broad daylight? Why had he placed himself in the eager hands of his executioners? Why hadn’t he turned off that doomed highway and slipped into the anonymous sanctity of life under an alias?

Would millions have considered what he had to say for the next twenty centuries if he had? No. He saw the limited value of his existence next to that.

Leona had no desire to start a religion, but she knew that her willingness to die for the opportunity to tell everything would inflate the value of her every word.

She was half-crazy with running to the front porch every time a green persimmon fell on the roof. She could just picture his amorphous specter floating up the road from the church. That was nothing but guilt. Guilt—that pernicious misery. It liked to give her a sick headache. Except of course she’d already had one longer than she could even remember. She was a first-class mess. One twit of a sparrow’s tail was all it took to convince her that the dead could walk.

Not that she doubted the existence of ghosts. The past—and to her that meant the dead—had ruled her life for several years now. But that was the spirit world; apparitions and images conjured from memory. This all-encompassing terror that she could neither respect nor elude was the impossible idea of dead flesh come back to life.

She kept hearing a nonexistent car on the road.

This wasn’t that saccharine, pseudo-remorse that people used to hide their immoralities. She wasn’t “feeling guilty,” the way people will when they’ve done something they wish they hadn’t. Certainly, she had regrets around it. Killing him was all bother. She would have much preferred some magic ability to undo the things he’d done. However, that wasn’t possible. So, the irksome business had fallen to her. She wasn’t a natural killer. The instinct had been raised out of her. She had pondered her way to the brink of it a thousand times, and then turned gutless or moral, depending on your perspective. She figured she must not have had any perspective left—or she would have never pulled it off.

That was giving the situation a wide berth, though. She didn’t feel any lack of judgment here. She wasn’t suffering any remorse or shame. It seemed very sane and satisfactory to Leona—a good job very well done. So guilt, she was learning this afternoon, had nothing to do with regret. Guilt was contemplation of the inescapable consequences. Guilt was not getting away with it.

The slain might just as well rise up in reanimate flesh armed with immortal powers of retribution.

“The prosecutor will paint me as a woman scorned,” she thought. “He’ll have me out an avenging, bloodthirsty harlot.” He would too. He’d have a Mardi Gras party inventing lurid details. Well, let him. When he was finished, she’d have her say. She’d tell the whole truth in details more lurid and shocking than any lawyer was likely to invent. No, that wouldn’t save her life. She was guilty. The lawful truth was, she had planned and carried out this murder. There was no dancing around that part. Yet it seemed to her as she felt the overpowering peace and loveliness of the April woods that his murder was less crime than result of more egregious follies—all of them her own. Well, what murderer facing justice hadn’t seen it all that way? Did she think she could convince a jury that the devil made her do it?

Then she laughed out loud. The irony was, she had murdered the devil, as far as she was concerned. She felt a sudden kinship with her fellow killers. Killers blinded themselves to their crimes with the motives. How else would so many otherwise moral people become executioners? To the average killer the victim was always the devil. To the rest of the world he was some mother’s darling. She’d do her ultimate cause no good by trying to demonize Averill. Evil didn’t require a tail and a pitchfork. Plain human weaknesses, poor judgment and ordinary selfishness were enough to produce evil.

She had to keep a clear head about that. Her motives and Averill’s unspeakable actions were beside the point. There were far more important things to put down on permanent court record than mitigating circumstances or criminal evidence.

She’d spent so much time in this house, dreading Averill’s footsteps, that she’d developed a warning sense that told her he was approaching even before she heard his truck chug and whine up the hill. She had that feeling just now. She didn’t know if the dead could walk, but Averill’s car was still sitting there on the driveway, so it was plain he hadn’t driven.

“Justice is very little to hold,” she heard her own voice speaking silently. “Too damned little when you consider the price you’ll pay.” All she had to do was wait for sundown, walk up to the church, drag him out back fifty yards into the swamp and let the wet sand swallow him. The notion lit a match. She would pack two suitcases, his and hers. She bent to pull them out from under the bed. Whoever came looking would find the pair of them gone, along with their personal belongings and the car.

She could leave a vague-sounding note for the mailman—she and Averill called away up north for an indefinite period. Averill’s body would sink halfway to hell in that bottomless sand pit before anybody even raised an eyebrow to wonder where they were. Leona could get herself lost in a city.

She saw herself in Seattle, stopping at a quaint little shop to buy fine writing instruments. Leona loved fountain pens. She could amuse herself by the hour drawing and redrawing magnificently looped letters twined with leafy wreaths and ribbons. Now she sat in a shadowy coffee shop redolent of herbs and coffee beans, writing a note on thick velvet notepaper. She would be warm and sincere. She would convey her civil regret like a perfumed countess in one of her mama’s worn Anthony Trollope novels.

She would empathize without irony. She would regret destroying poor Helen’s hopes. She wouldn’t undermine her kindness by suggesting that she had spared Helen the devil’s chains. Helen and Averill had been precariously close to riding off into the sunset. What Leona wanted to convey in the most compassionate possible manner was how she regretted Helen’s pain. In her ideal world, Helen and Averill would have taken their fantastic flight. As far as Leona was concerned, Helen would always be an innocent bystander.

But Leona was attempting to watercolor a stark black-and-white photograph. This wasn’t Seattle. Nor were she and Helen romantic ladies on curling couches in stuffy Victorian novels. Leona’s indifference to Helen’s adultery with Averill didn’t qualify the woman for sainthood. Why did she feel obliged to her? The plain fact was, she didn’t feel anything for or against Helen Brisbane. Everything she knew about the woman had come to her secondhand. For that matter, nothing she had heard about Helen made her seem a very worthwhile person. (A benevolent observation from a murderess.)

No. She had only wanted to draw pretty letters around the jagged ugliness of her savage action. That was a hollow idea, no more real to her than Helen Brisbane, whom she had barely met in a shadowy church at a moment when both women were completely absorbed by other pressing circumstances. Leona had to accept the thing she had done and its meaning for her. She had to swallow it whole. She was no longer a welcome resident of the planet Earth.

Leona had no blood connections left. Averill’s only close relation was his sister. Audena wouldn’t raise her little finger in an effort to find Averill. Her entire concern would be getting her pudgy hands on the contents of the house. The brackish mule would have a snub-nosed truck and trailer backed across that miserable excuse for a yard before you could swat a gnat. Well, let her have it all. All Leona wanted from the mess was Mama’s Lee Ward’s sequined Christmas ornaments and Daddy’s christening dress.

Now she heard familiar shuffling feet and scattering gravel. Oh, dear God, she thought, not today. Leona stepped out to the porch and confirmed her annoyance and dread. A woman wearing a mismatch of ragged clothes and a thick red veil crossed the yard. She was neither apparition nor cause for much immediate alarm. All the same, it aggravated Leona. Was every freak she had ever known going to turn up today? The woman’s name was Darthula. She was the local half-wit, the hill community’s first bag lady, a sign of urbanity to come.

According to Averill you had to cross a quarter of a mile of swamp on foot to get to Darthula’s shack. Leona had seen enough moccasins swimming in that nasty black water. She wasn’t liable to run by for tea anytime soon.

“How you, Miss Leona?”

They had a tacit understanding. Darthula would come no closer than the first porch step. Everyone from here to town knew about Darthula. Yet nobody knew very much about her or how to interpret her strange ways. Her long-dead mother had made and sold moonshine and practiced something like voodoo. Darthula had pronounced herself “a guardian angel.” Her mission in life was to monitor the devil’s movements. She always kept her head covered with bright veils. Red meant the devil was lurking. Blue indicated that he was expected soon, and white meant the coast was clear. Averill laughed in her face. Leona considered it wacky, but she didn’t see where Darthula’s veils were any crazier than half the things Averill preached.

For the most part Darthula was an annoyance. She had stolen food and picked people’s gardens while they were asleep, and nabbed more chickens than a fox. She was lonely and she’d use any excuse to trap you into a conversation.

“What do you want today, Darthula?”

“Seen him in the well house this mornin’.”

Darthula’s ploy was always her urgent and selfless call to warn and inform Leona of Satan’s location. She wanted either food or money. Leona didn’t waste time discerning which. She grabbed several cans off the pantry shelf and gave them to Darthula in a shopping bag. Then she handed her a ten-dollar bill.

“He had a raggledy eye, Miss Lee.”

“I’ll watch my back.”

“You bes’ warn the Reverend.”

“I’ll warn him.”

“Catch a col’ draft on the back of your neck and you’ll be stiff and grinning before you hit the ground.”

Leona let the inside door close in front of her. In a minute she saw Darthula cross the road and move into the cemetery. She never went near the church. And so what if she did? Someone was bound to find Averill. Why not a half-wit? Why did anyone have to find him at all? What made her so sure of all this? Why not give herself time and space to reconsider? If her conclusion was the same, then she could always turn herself in. Wasn’t that better than risking the opposite? Suppose she found herself on death row realizing she had been a fool? It would be too late.

Suddenly she was a frenzy of packing. Averill was easy. All his belongings were neatly arranged in drawers and on shelves and hangers. He was a fanatic about his things. Leona was as clean as a steamer, but neatness wasn’t one of her weaknesses. On her best day she had to dig for the other shoe or the matching glove. Today wasn’t her best. She was nervous as a cat and by the time she had her suitcase so full she had to sit on it to close it, the bedroom looked like a tornado had blown through it.

It took her half an hour to get it straightened up again.

Then she flooded the truck—which wasn’t hard to do. So there she was, under the hood, turning the carburetor screw and spattering her blouse with oil and grease. Now she stood in the shower, scrubbing the petroleum gunk off her hands and arms like an idiot hick version of Lady Macbeth trying to rub off her eternal stains.

Brother, she was cracked now. What difference did it make about the blouse? Why was she sitting here while it ran through a second wash cycle in heavy bleach and detergent? Anyone could turn up here. God knew how many times anyone had. The more she commanded herself to run away, the heavier she sat in the kitchen chair. Now the blouse was in the dryer. She was sipping a cup of tea. At this moment Averill’s body was turning stiff and cold on the floor of his study behind the church sanctuary. Any dog, nut or bum looking for a handout could find him there any second. She had to haul him into the swamp.

She stood on the porch, her knees going weak. There were three vehicles one behind the other on the driveway. She’d move his truck and then his precious Cutlass. She’d take her Blazer. She put the truck on the grass next to the Cutlass. Wait, she thought, I can’t take the Blazer. If she wanted it to look as if she and Averill were away, then she’d have to take the Oldsmobile. She still hadn’t found that christening gown. But wouldn’t people wonder why she’d taken the christening gown if, as she hoped it would appear, she and Averill had left with every intention of returning? Now that was stupid. No one except Averill Sayres had ever seen or heard tell of the christening dress. Now she remembered. She’d wrapped it in tissue and laid it inside of a heavy cardboard dress box that was stored under a pile of wool blankets in the cedar chest.

Or so her deluded mind had convinced her. She had removed the entire contents of the chest by now, and there was no dress box to be seen. Nuts, she was nuts. God alone knew what she’d done with that gown. Some of it, probably most of it, was due to the fact that she hadn’t had a real night’s sleep or a proper meal in God alone knew how long. Some was a result of having lived so long knowing she was bound by fate to murder him. However, the strain that had worked her mind loose was the daily erosion caused by living with what Averill had done.

Well, sir, he might be dead, but his crime continued encroaching on her sanity. She had to think about that too. Suppose she really did manage to dispose of his body and dissolve into thin air? Suppose she even landed on her feet in some ideal situation? What if she was lucky enough to marry a good man and raise his children?

Wouldn’t the past keep eroding her good intentions? Wouldn’t the terrible scenes replay in grim detail? You couldn’t run away from what you’d seen and knew and experienced any more than you could kill it. No, it would all overcome her in the end. She might even snap like one of those maniacs who heard voices and shot people in churches and shopping centers. Though, if that were to become her fate, Leona was pretty sure it would take place in a church.

She had never driven the Cutlass, never ridden in it, for that matter. It still smelled new. Averill had left the paper coverings on the floor mats. The thin, torn plastic still covered the plush fake velvet seats. It gave her an undesired thrill, a cheesy, slick tingle that recalled the inappropriate and unexpected gestures of needy young men. Now it passed. Now she turned the key and a hot tornado stung her face and legs and a deafening chorus of “Satisfaction” by the Rolling Stones began to play. Everything in the goddamned car was automatic. It was button city. Her trembling fingers found the volume control, then the climate, and the already cooler current diminished into a light breeze. It lifted and crackled the film of plastic, stirring a faint, familiar odor from the back of the passenger seat. It was White Shoulders. The Rolling Stones became schmaltzy piano. She adjusted the mirrors until she could see the tallest stones in the cemetery across the road behind her.

Then she turned around and looked, as she always did, just before she backed out of the driveway, fixing her eyes on one small stone by a newer grave. She never knew what awful thing her mind would put there. Sometimes it was the outline of the infant herself, wrapped in a blanket. Sometimes it was her own silhouette, bent and digging at the new grass with her hands. This time it was the stone, sitting there like the ignoble, hard fact of the loss it represented. This was different. This might be better. This might mean the vengeance had resulted in some kind of deep, universal ballast. For a moment her mind and heart drifted hopefully toward the meager possibility of some meaning.

No such kindness, no such hovering angel in the surrounding woods. For it came to her in a flash that Averill had buried Tess in the christening gown. What kind of wonder was that? Averill had twisted her newborn neck until it was lifeless, and then dressed her in all that meticulous cotton and lace. Having nothing else handy, he had used the dress box for her casket. Whether or not Averill had bothered to line it with tissue paper was a question that had held her hostage many sleepless nights.

She shook her mind loose from all that. She raised the shining plastic lever to reverse and slowly pressed the gas pedal. Her gaze took in the dry clay road that sloped down through the woods for a quarter of a mile before it cut back sharply to the left and disappeared. A thin haze of yellow dust told her a car was approaching.

She bolted up the driveway on foot and through the back garden into the sheltering undergrowth at the edge of the woods. She stopped to catch her breath, listening to the air rushing in and out of her heaving chest until it died away. Gradually it was replaced by the hollow echo of tires spitting gravel and the whir of the engine as it made the last, steep grade.

Looking up through the trees, it came to her. The thing was done. There was nowhere to run where the swaying limbs of trees overhead wouldn’t remind her of an empty cradle. There was no gravel road through any remote forest on this earth where she wouldn’t hear her infant girl cry for vengeance like a banshee in the night. There was no reason to draw another breath or take another step or let her tired frame drop down to rest one more night if she didn’t stand beside Averill’s corpse and tell the world about Tess.

That was that, wasn’t it? Then, why did she huddle here, trembling like a hunted doe in the brush? Life was a luxury her soul couldn’t afford if she had any character, if she had any good intention left inside of her, if she had ever been a mother. Fear was an indulgence for people who still had lives to lead. She moved across the garden and beside the house. She headed down the front driveway, intending to stand at the very end when the police car turned into the driveway.

She could see it clearly now, making its approach on the road. It wasn’t the police. It didn’t turn into the driveway. Instead it roared past, disappearing into the dusty cloud in its wake. In another minute, she heard it slow down and veer left into the clay clearing beside the little church. Now a car door slammed, and light, fast feet scrambled over gravel and up three wooden steps. She heard the double doors screech open. She waited, expecting to hear them close. Instead she heard the unmistakable click of high heels on the wood floor of the sanctuary. Now they paused, as if the woman was getting her bearings, maybe adjusting her eyesight to the shadowy interior. Then they resumed, fading until she heard the door at the far end of the sanctuary moan. Then she heard a familiar voice call, “Averill?”

She waited and waited for the scream, but the woman didn’t cry out. After what felt like three forevers, Leona heard a thud, as if a heavy book had fallen off a shelf back in Averill’s study.
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The voice belonged to her close friend Soames. She was an extremely rich Memphis widow who had come down here to restore her late husband’s family home. Soames had put flowers on the altar for the Easter service this morning—a pair of Chinese ceramic vases filled with red buds—apparently she had returned to the church to collect them.

Leona had never seen anything as exquisite in her life as that pair of enameled vases bursting with delicate blossoms. Their perfection had moved her to tears.

Though it wouldn’t have taken much, not this morning. Averill was late. The crowd was burning up in that stuffy little sanctuary. The last place on earth she’d wanted to be that morning was sitting in the choir loft, roasting in a heavy burgundy robe. That wasn’t the reason, though. She had fed Averill a collectively lethal dose of arsenic in his meals over the last four days. As of an hour earlier, he’d shown no outward symptom that he was fatally poisoned. Nor had he given her the faintest indication he suspected any such thing.

Arsenic was supposed to take its time. It sort of waited and gathered up its potency. Then it worked pretty quickly. Maybe he was doubled over on the bedroom floor. She’d calculated it every way she could. The dose with breakfast should have put him over the line. Her best estimates indicated he ought to feel bad by now. He wouldn’t draw another breath after four o’clock this afternoon at the latest. There was absolutely no telling.

The church had been packed. Averill had made himself quite an attraction. Leona would never figure it out. Did people believe what they saw? Or did they only let themselves see what they believed?

The congregation had waited a full ten minutes past the eleven o’clock start-up time. She’d glanced out the window and up the road in the direction of the parsonage. She’d half expected to see him staggering and holding his chest. Though sometimes Averill started late, for the drama. One way or another Averill always had to open his services with arias and elephants.

One time he had leaned off the pulpit and asked a new widow if she wanted to burn in hell with her deceased husband. Another time he hit a little bell with a toy drumstick and announced the end of the world. So, this being Easter Sunday, Leona figured he’d try to pull something bigger than Broadway. Maybe he’d burst in wall-eyed and foaming at the mouth and then drop stone dead in front of the stupefied congregation. That was fine with her. They’d all think he’d had a heart attack.

At thirteen past the hour, old Nina Trace had started a series of treble piano rolls and flourishes, vamping as Averill came down the aisle in loose, billowing sleeves and tight black trousers tucked into pointed black boots. His shirt was open to the third button to display a thick silver cross on a chain against his burnt red chest. He’d fallen asleep while sunbathing on the well house roof yesterday afternoon. He’d let his thick brown hair grow out since Christmas and put some kind of dark rinse on it that looked purple when he stepped under an overhead light.

He approached the pulpit with a strange, muted goose step. He gave each sleeve a prophetic tug. Then he threw his arms out and closed his eyes, tensing his leg muscles while he rocked in silent prayer. He moved his lips, praying fervently, then he moaned and grimaced before he opened his eyes with a beatific smile. Blue Hudson had once commented that whenever Averill prayed you’d swear he was copulating with an invisible angel. Now his whispers were becoming more audible, more fervent. “Yes, Lord, thank you, oh, yes, Lordy …”

It was obvious the holy idiot was getting himself more and more aroused, very obvious as Averill had been generously endowed and Leona had admonished him against wearing those tight black pants a dozen times. A decent man would have taken the message to heart the first time. Averill’s religion was a noxious blend of Old Testament condemnation, honky-tonk piano and born-again striptease. Leona skimmed the crowd for a pair of offended or incredulous eyes.

None. All looked beatific, easy as sheep.

“Amen.”

Next came his Garden of Olives pout. He turned almost in profile and looked up with a meek and pained expression. That was to divert any lingering impression of lewd overtones. Did they really not see through him? Or did they not want to? Had Leona lost touch with reality? Or was she finally in touch? Averill’s gaze shifted from heaven to the congregation. He loved these pauses. He used them to sink his needful gaze into as many pairs of eyes as he could. Finally, he threw both arms into the air and tossed them his big opener. As always, it was a question devised to make everyone sit forward in wonder. Except this morning it came out all wrong.

“Why did Jean Suds goo goo Jerooson?”

He had choked on a self-righteous frog in his throat. In three seconds flat, his pageant was a turkey. It reassured her to notice that the teenagers on the back row were shaking with laughter. However, the rest of the congregation, the adult portion, merely waited in trusting stillness.

Not couldn’t. No. They just wouldn’t see.

So Averill plodded on with his introduction. He wasn’t making a lot of sense. Self-importance made people nervous. Why couldn’t the fool know that? His only hope of salvaging his sermon was to abandon it, take five while they sang a hymn, and then start over. Of course, that was asking him to admit a mistake.

Not the sprayed-down, high, holy Reverend Goody Gumptorious. His show always went on. This was only his warm-up. Now he and luscious, lovely Leelinda Spakes stood side by side for their duet of “Just a Closer Walk with Thee.” Averill loved to show off his tenor voice. All Leelinda could add to the song was volume. Of course, it wasn’t her voice she wanted to display. It was her recent breast enlargement surgery. Soames leaned into Leona’s ear and whispered, “Happy Easter. She is risen!”

He was back in the saddle now. His entire being inflated. They finished the song and Averill thanked Leelinda, who responded with a little hug, driving her jiggling torpedoes into Averill’s chest. Wasn’t he a dragon slayer? A real Johnny Honeymoon.

Finally, Averill swallowed a barrel of air and dove into his sermon.

“Why did Jesus go to Jerusalem?”

Bull’s-eye.

His question struck a nerve inside every chest in the room. People leaned forward. They let bulletins and funeral home fans fall into their laps. They laid governing hands on the shoulders of squirming children. Meanwhile Averill’s right hand rose and he let it drop forward in a commanding gesture that Nina Trace couldn’t mistake. The piano faded.

“Why?” Averill repeated with self-assurance. “Why did Jesus go so willingly to Jerusalem where he knew he would face the gravest danger?” He had them now. And he would roll them around like a Slinky in the palms of his hands. He would knead their guilty consciences and tickle their egos and make Jesus into some holy Romeo and a garden of earthly delights. He had seduced them. Now he would pommel them with their worst fears until they were shouting, “Hallelujah!” Then he’d kiss them good-bye with a promise of more love and bigger thrills next week.

“Why did Jesus go to …”

Why did Leona marry the rat and come here to this squalid backwater church with him? What did that matter now? She had done her time on this forsaken hill. He didn’t have a clue, of course, but the sun was setting on his lounge act. Near as she could figure, it would kick in between three and five this afternoon. Brother Joy Boy had ridden into his Jerusalem this time.

Averill had the room halfway up Calvary when the rear doors of the little sanctuary screeched. Leona watched incredulous as his sister, Audena, and her husband, Winky, strolled in like they owned the place. They lived seventy-five miles away. Audena and Averill weren’t particularly close. She had only seen Audena once in their four years of marriage. She had never even met Winky.

Well, this was a sign from God, or Noah’s Ark and the rainbow and all the rest of it were bedtime stories. An ominous sign at that. If she hadn’t been up there in the choir loft where the entire world and the stars could see her, Leona would have brayed from sheer irony. It had to be a sign. It was a warning that she would pay eternally for what she was about to do. All the good in the universe was lining up to tell her not to go through with it.

Fat chance. The wheels were already turning. The train was rolling downhill, gathering speed, and its destination was inevitable now. She could spare herself the torment of any more internal debates over the ethical and the practical aspects. She had set her bargain with eternity. Hell was the fee she had negotiated. Yes, it was all very strange, surreal even. This morning as she put on her lipstick in front of the bathroom mirror she studied her reflection hard, trying to see it.

“You’re a criminal, a killer, a cold-blooded murderer,” she informed her indifferent features. The only thing her reflection confirmed was the fact that she hadn’t slept much all week. Well, what of it? Hell was no more than any mother would give for her child.

She couldn’t fathom Audena. She had to stifle a gasp, pretending it was an allergic reaction to an arrangement of ivy and lilies along the railing in front of her. No sense to any of it. Life had its hideous little coincidences, that’s all.

When the sermon was over, the congregation rose up to sing “Amazing Grace.” He possessed them now. They trusted him. He wooed them back into his clutches every Sunday. They would never believe her. They’d call her a heretic murderess and stand by the holy son of a bitch. He wasn’t all that talented, attractive or winning. His secret was simple. He knew they needed to believe he could lead them out of their exhausted, disappointing lives. He was their good ol’ honeyman Jesus. He kept the keys to the kingdom on a little brass ring with the ones he used for his car. He had all the answers stowed in the little tin safe in the wall behind his desk in the study. Averill Sayres was their fuzzy country boy, their anointed teddy bear and their baby brother of the Son of God.

Not that she could hold herself above the crowd. She’d played the penitent Magdalene to his bleached cotton Jesus once. She’d knelt down in front of him in a moment of desperation and panic. She had chosen him as her personal light, truth and way. She had come here with him, believing that he had given her the miraculous means to escape her troubled past.

“I once was lost, but now am found, t’was blind, but now I see.…”

Oh, if the poor soul who had written those words of faith had only known how they would mutate and reverberate with meaning for Leona here and now. Blindness was exactly what she had suffered. Sorrow had turned into debilitating self-pity. In that useless state, people rarely look, much less see, any danger.

Averill sounded foggy to her. Was that the arsenic already? It was supposed to take several hours. He wasn’t supposed to shake or bend with cramps or palpitate or any of that until late this afternoon when the crowd was gone and no one but the wind would hear him beg for a doctor. Audena and Winky sure as hell weren’t supposed to be here!

Logic and math were called for. She couldn’t let herself slip into paranoid suppositions. There was nothing to worry about. She had read the directions and precautions, hadn’t she? Yet try as she would to reason with herself, she couldn’t exorcise the image of Averill falling stone dead from his pulpit in front of the congregation. Now, thank you very much, he would go stiff at his sister’s feet. Oh, yes, Audena had to waddle down to the front with a half-inch run in her stocking and plop her double-wide behind down on the front pew right under the pulpit. Audena was going to have it known that her brother was the preacher.

No question, Leona would have to feed them dinner—today of all nine hundred ninety-nine million billion days in creation. Though, first and most crucial at this moment, Leona had to sit there and make like a born-again hussy at the well in her crimson choir robe. She had to play like she had three-fourths of her eyes and ears fixed on Averill’s message while the remaining quarter of her being telegraphed complete delight at the arrival of her in-laws.

All of which was an act to rival Houdini’s. Well, those were life’s terms today. She was going to take it minute by minute. No one was going to suspect a thing if she could possibly help it. No one would have the remotest hint of a sign that this was going to be Averill Sayres’s last sermon. Nobody would have the legitimate right to claim later that they had seen it coming all along.

Averill was just warming up his sermon, ten thousand feet and climbing. It was already hot in the church and the recently varnished floor and pews had begun to emit fumes. What’s more, it was packed, which didn’t do anything for the air supply. Averill was talking against all that, trying to wake the crowd from their stupor.

It had thrown him completely off track to see his sister and brother-in-law. Obviously, he too considered it portentous. In fact, he got so addled he lost his place and had to extemporize from his favorite, fail-safe, “Were You There When They Crucified My Lord?” homily. It was several minutes before he regained his next point and went on with “Why Did Jesus Go to Jerusalem?” It was one of those self-righteous topics that made Leona want to stand up and shout, “He went to Jerusalem because the highway to Memphis was closed due to a freak ice storm.”

Averill took self-righteous to the fourth dimension.

Everyone in the place kept sneaking glances at Audena and Winky. Leona had only just met Audena briefly several years back. At the time Winky, she had later surmised from gathering scraps of evidence, had been away at Parchman Prison serving a sentence for she still didn’t know what. (Averill did, but he claimed not to.)

Audena was one of those people who had nothing to say to your face, but more than you cared to hear in her letters. She was Averill’s only sister.

“God bless and keep you, my angel and only blood,” she would sign her long, rambling correspondences. Why did people think you gave a damn what they fixed for supper last night?

“Saint Peter came down to earth in a black neighborhood,” Averill began his racist joke. “And he walked up to a group of young men drinking liquor on the corner.…”

Leona had invited Audena and Winky to visit many times. She had somehow believed it was her duty to nurture Averill’s ties with his only sibling. It was one of those arrogant young notions about a wife’s duties that she had soon ditched along with any desire to be in the same room with—much less married to—Reverend Averill Sayres. In the beginning, however, she was forever dropping Audena notes, begging them to come for Fourth of July weekend or Christmas.

Audena’s letters were also filled with references to this “sterling” spoon Mama meant for me to have and “my bowl and pitcher” you got from Aunt Euline, which at least explained the origins of some of the old dollar-store junk Leona found all over the house.

Was that why she was here now? Was it possible? Audena couldn’t know that, if Leona’s measuring spoons were accurate, her brother Averill would be a corpse by first dark? How could she? No one knew that except Leona. No one else could have imagined such a thing. She and Averill looked like a happy young preacher and his wife. The rest of the world believed the hundred or more yellow irises that rose out of the ditch separating the parsonage from the road. They believed Leona’s kindness and self-deprecating anecdotes, and all the other public effects she incorporated into her role as their dedicated preacher’s wife.

Except—and thank God for her one true friend—for Soames. Soames knew just about everything. She was the exception to many local rules, which meant of course that Soames had real common sense. There were about two hundred people in church this morning and, Leona aside, Soames was the only one who saw through Averill.

“ ‘… How many of you all want to go to heaven?’ Saint Peter asked the motley crew.…”

What a pathetic loser, what a cheap little redneck racist weasel he was. How could they listen to him Sunday after Sunday?

Leona had never quite figured it out. Did people believe what they saw? Or did they only let themselves see what they believed? Either way, it seemed to her that the longer you lived the more life clobbered you over the head with the fact that nothing—absolutely nothing—was what it first appeared to be. Sitting there in that stifling church redolent with heavy odors of pine resins and cheap colognes, it struck Leona that she herself was a fourteen-karat example of an illusion. At that very moment she was listening to her husband preach a sermon. Wasn’t she? From her beatific profile and the decorous tilt of her head, it certainly seemed so. Who among the congregation would suspect that her charmed chuckles at his worn-out anecdotes concealed a murderer’s heart? For she was already a murderer, and the perspiring young man of God who was beginning to work his indefatigable spell on them was already her victim.

People survived by keeping themselves a secret from each other—who they really were, what they really felt, what they had really done or intended to do. Leona had come to think that the things they were created to hide shaped a person’s most defining outlines. She would love to know what secrets Audena had stowed behind her virtuous drab brown dress with its ludicrous white collar. And didn’t Winky complete the picture in his olive khaki Sunday suit? She could see from the choir loft twenty feet away that his fingernails were black with filth at the tips.

“Honest” country people, the politicians were always deifying people like them. Didn’t they seem the benchmark of harmless, faded church supper types? Leona had learned a lot about church supper types over the last few years. Sad to say, ninety-nine percent of it had made her more wary than wise.

She found Audena’s weekly letter in her mailbox every Tuesday morning. Audena scribbled pages on pages about hard biscuits and puppy teeth and Winky’s bunions. Averill said Audena was just dull but well-meaning. Leona could see into that. Those relentless, bleak letters, pencil on ruled paper, carried messages from sister to brother between the lines. In the year and a half of marriage, Leona hadn’t begun to figure them out. Now she was glad to say she would never have the opportunity. A year and a half? It felt like two hundred years in this wilderness.

“ ‘… Yeah, boss, I want to go to heaven.’ ” Averill hung his head to the side and threw out his arms trying to look like a half-wit. “ ‘But I thought y’all was getting up a busload to go tonight,’ ” he said, finishing his tasteless little skit. She wondered as she smiled brightly and winked in conspiratorial glee at the choir director, how many of the other chortling Christians really thought he was funny.

At least two hundred, more like two thousand years.

The thought had an altogether galvanizing effect on Leona. Audena, Winky and the rest of creation notwithstanding, this was going to be the last day of her interminable sojourn in this wilderness of insanity. Unless she’d misread the large-print directions on the big red bag of Rat Zap. The print on the back had touted it as the ultimate weapon in man’s endless war against rodents. All the same, it wasn’t a thing but arsenic.

By 11:09 A.M., which was what her watch had said when Audena made the church door cry like a banshee as she opened it, the poison was deep into his system. He’d swallowed a collective tablespoon of poison over the last seventy-two hours. She’d dissolved it into Jell-O and added it to his iced tea. She’d rubbed it with olive oil into his round steak and added it with the salt to his dinner rolls. Three-quarters of a tablespoon was supposed to be adequate. So Averill’s big amen was going to be sooner rather than later.

She’d followed the man’s instructions with meticulous care. The man was some kid the manufacturer had hired to answer questions for those who called the 800 number on the sack.

“How much of this stuff do I use?”

“Depends on what you’re killing.”

“My husband—”

“You got any idea how many times a day I hear that dumb joke?”

“This is no joke.”

“Then you might better shoot him because this stuff will take you several days.”

“Why?”

“You’d have to administer it in eighths of a teaspoon, at least four hours apart for three or four days.”

“Why not all at once?”

“He’d throw it up.”

“Thanks.”

“What’d you really need to know, ma’am? I got another call here.”

“Don’t worry. No one will know you’re an accomplice.”

What he told her confirmed what she had already figured out. Leona had spent her childhood watching her father weigh and measure and mix chemical compounds at the back of his pharmacy. She had learned a great deal about certain mixtures and doses and how they worked. When Leona was ten, Mrs. Crowe, a widow who lived across the street, was arrested for murder. It turned out she had fed arsenic-laced Jell-O to her mother-in-law, who was in the hospital suffering the effects of a heart attack. Within a few days, four bodies had been exhumed. Mrs. Crowe had murdered her husband, her father-in-law and her own parents with arsenic. She’d gotten away with it all those years because the symptoms were identical to those of a heart attack. Besides, Mrs. Crowe was a good woman, a Christian lady to the core. No one had ever suspected her. No one thought to look for arsenic.

Mrs. Crowe had chosen it for several reasons. The first was its accessibility, since she had purchased it two blocks from her home, from Leona’s father. At the time the town was installing new sewer lines. Half the population had been in to buy rat poison from her father. Of course, he kept records of all potentially lethal purchases. He showed the police that he had noted that Mrs. Crowe, like everyone else, had reported an acute problem with displaced rodents nesting under porches and eaves.

Mrs. Crowe had been the high school home economics teacher. She taught Sunday school as well. Leona had often spent the night with her daughters. The event traumatized her. Leona liked Mrs. Crowe. Mrs. Crowe had read them The Velveteen Rabbit and made them cry with happiness as they fell asleep. Beyond that, Mrs. Crowe had taken Leona and her girls to see the Ringling Brothers and Barnum & Bailey Circus in Memphis one Sunday afternoon in October. The girls had talked about the event for weeks in advance because Mr. Crowe had ordered a new Cadillac and the celestial carriage was promised to arrive just in time to transport them to the event. However, on the day in question, Mr. Crowe was in bed with a stomach virus, so his wife, Tilly, drove them instead.

A week later Mr. Crowe was dead.

It gave Leona nightmares. While they were having their grand adventure, Mr. Crowe was dying. It was too horrible. They could have stopped it then. Mrs. Crowe knew it. She knew it and she drove on up the road, singing silly songs with them.

For months after they arrested Tilly Crowe, Leona hounded her mother and father with questions about every detail. Her mother always deflected her questions because she feared the grim nature of some of the answers would only add to her child’s unhealthy obsession. However, her father took what he considered a more enlightened approach.

He answered each question in vivid, if nonsensational, detail. He explained the cumulative effect of certain poisons like arsenic. He showed her how Mrs. Crowe had carefully measured and scheduled each dose, explaining how incremental amounts digested at intervals would manifest increasingly severe symptoms. Yet each set of symptoms was familiar and attributed to nonthreatening natural causes. Each of her victims had shown a gradual decline that began with an upset stomach. By spacing out the doses, Mrs. Crowe was able to give each victim a false sense of security, as the symptoms would actually diminish for a while.

Almost no one sees a doctor for gas pains and diarrhea. By the time their symptoms had progressed to chest pains, the poor souls evidenced other classic indications of a heart attack. No doctor sees an apparent heart attack in progress as a potential poisoning—unless, of course, the patient suspects as much and informs his physician. All of Mrs. Crowe’s victims were well into middle age. None of them suspected poison. Though Mr. Crowe’s mother had vehemently asked for an autopsy, which her grief-stricken daughter-in-law overruled so as not to torment his distraught children any further. The old lady acquiesced with apologies and held her suspicions in silence for the next eighteen months.

Tilly boasted that she and her mother-in-law had become like sisters in the months after Mr. Crowe’s death. Old Lady Crowe had confirmed this by singing her daughter-in-law’s praises all over town. Of course no one, except Tilly, knew that Mrs. Crowe had written a new will, naming her daughter-in-law her sole heir and executrix. Though not even Tilly knew that old Mrs. Crowe had seen a doctor when she developed a sour tummy after she ate a slice of Tilly’s lemon pound cake. Nor did Tilly know that the police would impound the container of Jell-O salad laced with arsenic when she rushed to her ailing mother-in-law’s hospital bedside.

The saddest part to Leona was that Tilly went screaming and crying her innocence all the way to the penitentiary, and her children believed her. Old Mrs. Crowe took them to raise, but they never forgave her for “framing” their mother. It was too much for the elderly woman, who suffered a series of strokes before they were teenagers. By the time they were sixteen, both girls had dropped out of school and left town, each to pursue her own self-destructive fate.

Meanwhile, Averill’s voice betrayed no suspicion of his approaching fate. He was using his sincere tone now, playing bashful, unabashed and self-effacing. It was so empty, so false and conceited, she couldn’t begin to imagine what went on inside all those spellbound heads with eyes glued to him.

Odd how a life could come home to roost. Odd and menacing, Audena turning up for Averill’s last supper—even though it would be served at midday. It rattled Leona inside out and backwards. What did it mean? Well, there wasn’t a damned thing she could do about any of it now. She had laced several casseroles that morning. Then she finished off the arsenic, dumping the last bit into the chocolate pie filling.

Of course, she had carefully prepared two versions of each dish. That was for her and the likely happenstance of an extra mouth or two. People beat anything she had ever seen with their sense of entitlement. She couldn’t count the number who had managed to inveigle their way from the church steps to her dining room table for a free Sunday dinner.

Leona wasn’t stingy to those in need. In fact, she more than welcomed anyone who earned a plate by making himself good company. These were the threadbare, sanctimonious takers whose frayed cuffs belied savings accounts and whose dinner conversations began and ended with the words “Please pass.” Audena would fit nicely into that category. Audena’s visit was timed to guarantee her a big meal.

She ought to kill off the whole damned bunch of them. She didn’t mean that, not even in thought. Yet the thought amused her to the point that she had to swallow a giggle.

Well, God was merciful after all. Averill’s sermon had finally come to an end. Everyone stood up for the hymn.


“The strife is o’er, the battle done, the victory of life is won.

The song of triumph has begun. Allelujah.”



From the choir loft the congregation looked like a sea of flowered hats. Now, that irritated her. That made her itch between the ears. Choir members never got to wear new hats to church on Easter Sunday.




End of sample
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