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CHAPTER ONE




I’D JUST CAUGHT my breath after the shock of my husband’s sudden passing when his last legacy showed up on my front porch. We’d buried Wesley Lloyd Springer some few months before that hot, still morning in August, and I hoped I was through signing forms and meeting with lawyers and shuffling through various and sundry legal papers. I declare, this business of dying has more legal aspects to it than you would think. The deceased never knows what you have to go through to get his affairs in order, and Wesley Lloyd’s were in as much order as they could get. I thought.

Lord, it was hot that morning, and I recalled again how Wesley Lloyd had always put his foot down about air-conditioning the house, even when the Conovers had theirs done. Central air, too. Wesley Lloyd said it was a waste of money and, besides, fresh air was good for us. He felt that way only at home, though, because his office at the bank was kept cool enough for the three-piece suits he wore day in and day out. But I don’t believe in speaking ill of the dead, even when it’s the truth.

So I was sitting in my living room trying to get my mind off the heat by looking through a stack of mail-order catalogs. Making a list of the items I intended to call in for and having a good time doing it, since Binkie Enloe’d said I needed to spend some money. Sam Murdoch had agreed, and he ought’ve known since he was the executor of the will that had put me in my present more-than-comfortable position. Lord, there was more money than I ever knew Wesley Lloyd had, and it all belonged to me, his grieving widow. But a proud widow, too, and justly so, because I’d made such a fine and fortunate choice of husbands.

But I tell you, I thought I’d never get over the shock of finding Wesley Lloyd dead as a doornail, slumped over the steering wheel of his new Buick Park Avenue. Steel gray with plush upholstery, parked right out there in the driveway.

But I did, laying him to rest in a properly ordered Presbyterian ceremony as he would’ve expected. Then I had to suffer another shock when I found out how well-off Wesley Lloyd had been. Why, besides the bank his daddy’d left him, he owned half the county, seemed like, plus stocks and bonds and tax-deferred annuities, all of it making more and more money every day of the week. When the extent of his estate was laid out for me, all I could think of was how he used to hand me a housekeeping allowance every Friday, saying, “Make it last, Julia. Money doesn’t grow on trees, you know.” And all the time he was cultivating a whole grove! Well, a lot of good it did him, because I ended up with every penny.

Now, after forty-four years in blissful ignorance of Wesley Lloyd’s activities, financial and otherwise, I had settled down to enjoy the benefits of widowhood and a full checkbook, both of which I was mastering with hardly any problems to speak of.

I looked out the window as a few cars passed by on Polk Street, headed down to Main. I declare, everybody and his brother seemed to have a telephone glued to his ear, though this town’s not big enough to need BellSouth whenever you drive to the grocery store. Across the street the parking lot spread from Polk to the back of the First Presbyterian Church of Abbotsville, my church and the one Wesley Lloyd and his father, before him, had supported with their presence, tithes, offerings, and over-and-above donations. Advice, too, which was always taken but not always appreciated. Heat waves shimmered up from the asphalt lot as I took note of whose cars were parked over there. It was my custom to keep up with what went on around me and, since Mondays were Pastor Ledbetter’s days off, I couldn’t be blamed for wondering why he was meeting with several men on the session at the church. But far be it from me to be nosy.

I could hear Lillian humming along with the radio above the occasional clatter of pans out in the kitchen as she prepared my lunch. That was another thing that was different, now that Wesley Lloyd wouldn’t be home for meals anymore. He’d liked a quiet house, meals served on time, and everything done right on schedule. I had already begun to enjoy a little freedom from that schedule, telling Lillian that we’d eat whenever either of us got hungry or she got the urge to put something on the table.

I licked a finger and turned a page in the Neiman Marcus Christmas catalog, wondering what Sam and Binkie would say if I ordered a few trinkets from it. I declare, some of the offerings were for people with more money than sense, a condition that didn’t apply to me, I’m happy to say. I expect, though, that any number of people would’ve said it did if they’d known the full extent of Wesley Lloyd’s prudence and foresight.

However. His prudence and foresight hadn’t taken heart attacks into account. I knew as sure as I was sitting there he never intended to leave me in charge of everything he owned. I knew it as soon as Pastor Ledbetter came sidling up to me not two days after laying Wesley Lloyd to rest, telling me he knew I’d want to honor Mr. Springer’s last wishes even if they’d never gotten written down. That was the first I’d heard that Wesley Lloyd had planned to make the First Presbyterian Church his main beneficiary, with Pastor Ledbetter and a member of the session as trustees who’d dole me out an allowance every month.

And speaking of which, you wouldn’t believe the phone calls and circulars and brochures and letters on embossed stationery that had come to me from investment counselors, financial advisors, estate planners, and you name it, wanting me to turn my assets over to them. It didn’t matter if it was a church, a college, a charity, or a businessman in an office, they all knew what was in my best interests. If I’d just let them take care of everything, I would be assured of an allowance dribbled out every quarter throughout my lifetime. Well, I’d been on an allowance for forty-four years, thank you, and having it all was better.

I reached over to close my wine velvet drapes against the morning sun streaming through the window—you have to watch that the sun doesn’t fade your Orientals—and shifted in my chair to move out of the glare. A hairpin slid down my neck and, as I tucked it back in, I recalled how Velma had started talking during my last appointment, paying no attention to the business at hand, which was giving me a permanent. It’d just made me sick when I saw what she’d done. She said the curl would loosen up when it was washed, and besides, my hair was real fine, and I ought to know that hair texture changes with age, and was I taking any medication that would react with the solution. I declare, I wish just once in her life the woman would admit to a mistake and not blame me or my hair for coming out looking like a Brillo pad.

But some things you just have to live with. Like frizzy hair. And no children to comfort you in your old age, both of which can make you want to bury your head and cry.

But to look on the bright side, hair can grow out and children can grow up to squabble over inheritances, so I couldn’t feel too sorry for myself. Not that I would ever deny a child of mine what was rightfully his. Or hers, but they might fuss among themselves. As it was, I was spared the shameful spectacle of a family split apart over who got what. I know what I’m talking about, because I’ve seen it happen too many times, more’s the pity. I expect there’s never been a will in the world that satisfied all the beneficiaries, so I couldn’t feel too sad about being the sole survivor.

I sighed and turned another page, my attention so taken with the glitter of the catalogs that I nearly jumped out of my skin when the doorbell rang.

I went to the front door and looked through the screen at a woman standing there in heels too high, dress too short, and hair too yellow. All of it too young for the hard-living lines around her eyes and slick, red lips. A skinny little boy stood behind her hanging his head, and I thought she was selling something. Door-to-door salespeople do that, don’t you know, take a child with them to make you feel guilty about turning them down. I opened my mouth to say “No, thank you,” but she was already talking.

“I’m sorry to bother you,” she said, hefting up the strap of her shoulder bag. I could see the sheen of perspiration oozing out from under her makeup as she took a deep breath and let the words pour out. “I wouldn’t do this if I could come up with anything else. But I can’t, and he didn’t leave me no choice, and I got to make a livin’. You know how it is; well, maybe not. But I’m on my way to beauty school down in Raleigh. Learning nails? You know, acrylics and all? There’s money in nails, and I just don’t know what else to do.”

I kept opening my mouth to tell her she had the wrong house, I didn’t know her from Adam, but she didn’t give me a chance. She pulled the child in front of her and gave him a little push toward the screen door. Sorry-looking little thing, scrawny and pale, standing there with a hangdog look to him and holding a brown Winn-Dixie grocery sack in both hands.

“This here’s Wesley Lloyd Junior, though I guess,” she said with a nervous laugh, “his name’s not too legal, as nobody’d know better’n you. Wesley Lloyd Junior Springer is what I call him, it don’t matter what’s on his birth certificate, though his daddy’s name’s on it as the father. See, his name’s right here.” And she held out a piece of paper with the words “Certificate of Live Birth” across the top.

I could’ve been sleepwalking the way I opened the screen, took the paper, and read my husband’s name on it. “Father: Wesley Lloyd Springer. Mother: Hazel Marie Puckett.”

“I got to leave him with you,” Hazel Marie Puckett said, pushing the little runt closer. “I got to depend on your Christian charity, ’cause Wesley Lloyd didn’t leave me a red cent. I talked to that lawyer of yours, and she said not even the house I been livin’ in some twelve years now. I’m broke, Miz Springer, and I’m not asking you for nothing but to look after my boy while I go get some trainin’. There’s nobody else I can leave him with and, I mean, it’s kinda like he’s your stepson, idn’t it? I’ll be back to get him, six weeks, max, and I really hate to do it, but. Be a good boy, now,” she said, patting him on the back, and using a foot to shove a pasteboard suitcase over beside him.

“Mind Miz Springer, now, you hear?” She gave him a quick kiss on the top of his head and tripped down the steps to a rumbling maroon-and-white car parked in front of my house. Burning oil so bad that thick fumes curled around my boxwoods.

“Miss! Miss!” I called, finally gaining my voice and hurrying out on the porch. “Come back here! You can’t do this! I can’t take this child! Miss! I’m calling the sheriff, you better get back here!”

But she hopped into the passenger seat, and the car sped off before she hardly had time to slam the door. Passenger seat, it came to me. Somebody else driving.

“What’s all this yellin’ about?” Lillian was at the door, her white uniform glowing through the screen mesh. You could mistake her for a heavyset nurse or waitress unless you noticed the run-over heels of her shoes that flapped with every step she took. She looked at me, and then we both looked at the boy.

I’d never seen such a pitiful-looking specimen. About nine or ten, I guessed, with lank brown hair hanging in his eyes, big horn-rimmed glasses down on his nose, pale skin dotted with freckles, shifty eyes that wouldn’t look at either of us. He stood there with his shoulders slumped, the clip-on bow tie crooked on his thin cotton shirt and his shiny pants gathered high above his waist with a brown stretch belt. Wal-Mart special, no doubt. I looked him over good, ignoring Lillian standing there with her mouth open. I lifted his chin and studied his face, confirming what was as plain as day. My heart sank like an elevator as I gazed at Wesley Lloyd Springer, minus sixty-some-odd years. Looked just like him, but without Wesley Lloyd’s self-confidence and leadership qualities.

I took a deep breath. “Lillian, look what else Mr. Springer left me.”








CHAPTER TWO




GO CALL THE sheriff,” I told her as I turned back to the porch railing. I should’ve thought to get the tag number, but by then the car had roared down the street and turned right on Lincoln. A pall of black smoke drifted down in its wake.

Not hearing any movement behind me, I turned to see Lillian’s arms around the little bastard, his head against her white nylon uniform. He turned loose of the grocery sack long enough to wipe the sleeve of one arm across his running nose, smearing his glasses even more. It was enough to turn your stomach.

Lillian looked at me like I’d lost my mind. “You can’t call the sheriff on this pore little chile. What he done to you?”

“He’s not done anything to me. Except be here. But I mean to report his mama.” I crossed my arms against my chest and climbed on my high horse. “She can’t just go abandoning a child on somebody’s doorstep. I’ll report her to the sheriff and the district attorney and anybody else I can think of. The idea of just dropping him off on me and leaving town. You’re mighty right I’m calling the sheriff. If they hurry, they can catch her on the interstate and bring her back. This child’s her responsibility, not mine!”


This tirade brought forth another wet snuffle from the little stray and another squinty-eyed glare from Lillian.

“Yessum, and I guess you want this whole thing on the front page of the Abbotsville Press, too, don’t you? You thought of that? You thought what all this town gon’ be talkin’ and whisperin’ and specalatin’ about? You thought about what yo’ preacher gon’ say? An’ all yo’ church people? An’ Miz Conover?”

Well no, I hadn’t. Lillian had been giving me good advice for as long as she’d been with me, some twenty years now. We knew each other inside and out, and neither of us hesitated to say what we thought. Even so, we both knew how far to go without overstepping ourselves, so I guess that made us friends as well. LuAnne Conover accused me of being too friendly with the help, said I’d encourage thieving, which would lead to back talk and then, if I wasn’t careful, to downright laziness. She said it’s better to have a businesslike arrangement and keep my distance. But LuAnne had never been able to keep help more than six months at a time, so I didn’t see her advice as all that sound.

Besides, Lillian was a capable, self-assured woman, unlike me, who had to ask Wesley Lloyd what I thought about most every subject. She had a lot of common sense, too, in spite of that gold tooth she had put in a few years back. In fact, I put more stock in what Lillian thought than I did LuAnne Conover, who had to tell anybody who’d listen how important her husband was. Leonard, a slump-shouldered, paunchy man who Wesley Lloyd never had much use for, was big in county politics. He had to run for half a dozen offices before he finally won one. Leonard’s name on the ballot got to be such a joke around town that we all felt sorry for him and elected him a few years ago to some clerical office in the courthouse annex just to get him out of sight. When Wesley Lloyd told me to vote for Leonard, he’d said the clerk of court didn’t have to be a lawyer or college educated or even acquainted with the law. So since Leonard qualified on all counts, I’d cast my ballot for him and now I had to put up with listening to LuAnne tell how lawyers and judges depended on him, and how influential his decisions were. To hear her tell it, the county’s business wouldn’t get done without Leonard being there to keep everybody straight. I didn’t have the heart to tell her that Wesley Lloyd had also said that Leonard couldn’t do much damage clerking in the courthouse, because he knew how to take instruction. LuAnne loved to bask in the glow of Leonard’s job and, even though I’d been guilty of the same thing with Wesley Lloyd’s position, I was now trying to get over it.

Lillian, however, had more sense than either of us. I studied what she’d said a few minutes, walking back to the railing and clenching it as my knees began to tremble. I knew she’d looked farther ahead than I’d been able to in my state of shock.

“All right,” I said. “Go wake up Deputy Bates.”

“I ain’t gon’ disturb that man’s sleep. He work all night an’ he need his rest.”

I heaved a dramatic sigh and went into the house myself. “Well, at least do one thing without an argument,” I said as I headed for the stairs. “Get that child inside before the whole town sees him.”

Deputy Coleman Bates was my boarder, one that Sam Murdoch had strongly urged me to take in after Wesley Lloyd’s demise. Not because I needed the money, because I didn’t. But because Sam had said he’d sleep better knowing I had a man in the house. “There’re a lot of wicked people out there, Julia,” he’d said. “And a woman alone, especially one with your assets, would be an attraction to every thief, and worse, in this town.” And he went on to point out that a deputy sheriff’s car parked in my driveway would be a deterrent that no alarm system could match. So I’d fixed up the back upstairs bedroom, the one that opens onto the sleeping porch, which connects to the back staircase, and taken in a boarder. There was some comment about it at first, some speculation that Wesley Lloyd hadn’t left me as well off as people had assumed. But soon after this young man moved in, I traded in Wesley Lloyd’s Park Avenue, not wanting to be driving around in his deathbed, so to speak, for one of those little foreign coupes. Then I had the trim on the house touched up, and the drapes replaced in the living room, and on top of that, I made a sizable contribution to the church organ fund. That stopped the tongues wagging about my financial position.

I banged on Deputy Bates’s door and called to him to get up, we had some bad trouble downstairs. I had no qualms about disturbing his rest, for he’d been in my house for a full six weeks and this was the first time I’d had to call on him. He’d told me that he left the Atlanta police force for a quieter, less stressful job here in Abbotsville, but I figured a little stress now and then wouldn’t hurt him. So I banged on the door again.

I heard his feet hit the floor and a drawer crash open. The door sprang back, and Deputy Bates stood there in his boxer shorts, red and white stripes, with bleary eyes in his head and a dull gray pistol in his hand.

“What?” he asked, his eyes darting from side to side. “What’s the trouble?”

“It’s not that bad,” I said, pointing at the gun. “You probably won’t need to shoot anybody.” The one who needed it was already dead.

He blinked at me, then shook his head. “Let me get some clothes on,” he said.

I went back downstairs and out into the kitchen, where I heard Lillian bustling around. She had that abandoned child seated at the table with a huge slice of chocolate cake and a glass of milk in front of him. I took a deep breath and felt my mouth tighten into a sharp line.

“We’re not entertaining company, Lillian,” I said. “This child’s moving on just as soon as I find somewhere to move him on to.”

“Chil’ren get hungry,” she said as she checked a pot on the stove. She wouldn’t look at me, so I knew she didn’t like the attitude I was taking. Too bad.

I ignored her and walked over to the table. I stood there, tapping my foot and looking at him as the anger in my heart turned my hands into fists. He slumped lower and lower in his chair until his face was about level with the second layer of the cake. The Winn-Dixie grocery bag was on the floor beside his chair.

“What do they call you, boy?” I demanded.

Tears flowed like a gushing stream out from under the smeared glasses, but he made no attempt to wipe them away. He held his hands in his lap and just sat there bawling without making a sound.

“Oh, for goodness’ sake!” I said. “I asked you a simple question, so sit up straight and answer it.”

His scrawny shoulders started heaving then, though he made an effort to pull himself up in the chair. Lillian decided to intervene then, though the Lord knows it didn’t take much for her to make that decision.

“Junior,” she said to me, and sharply, too. “They calls him Junior an’ that ain’t no way to talk to no baby.”

I rolled my eyes at the thought of a nine-year-old baby. I knew I shouldn’t be talking so hatefully, but every time I looked at that child I wanted to do some damage to somebody, and I couldn’t reach the one who deserved it.

“Well, he won’t be called Junior around here,” I announced. “Not in this house, he won’t. It’s illegal, and as long as you’re in my house,” I said, turning back to the little sniveler, “which won’t be for long, you’ll be called Lloyd.”


“Yes’m,” he mumbled, sounding like he was underwater. Which he was.

“Okay, Miss Julia,” Deputy Bates said, coming into the kitchen. As he walked through the sunshine streaming in the window, his gold-filled watch and the fine blond hair on his arms put me in mind of a Pawley’s Island lifeguard, suntanned and sparkling with light, I’d once taken notice of. He’d put on a pair of blue jeans over the boxer shorts I’d previously been greeted with, and he was wearing cowboy boots, for the Lord’s sake. Still, he made a fine figure of a man to be so young, with all those muscles filling out his white T-shirt. Nothing in his hands, I was happy to note. “What’s the problem?”

“This,” I said, pointing a finger at the child, whose blotched face screwed up again and overflowed with another torrent.

“How you doin’, Bud,” he said, nodding to the child, ignoring the river of tears and turning to Lillian with a grin. “Got any leftover coffee?”

“Pourin’ right now,” she said, her face beaming like it did whenever a man was around to feed. This one, in particular. She’d taken to Deputy Bates from the first minute he’d walked into the house in his dark blue uniform complete with badge, nightstick, pistol, walkie-talkie, and I-don’t-know-what-all. You know how some women are.

I rolled my eyes again and sat down across the table from Deputy Bates. “If everybody’s been served,” I said after Lillian had set a steaming cup in front of him and put a fork in the child’s hand, “I need some help here.”

“Tell me,” Deputy Bates said, and I did.

“That’s some story,” he said as I finished with an indignant shake of my head. “You didn’t know anything about this?” He indicated Little Lloyd with a lift of his eyebrows.

“Nobody did! Not one soul. Did they, Lillian?”


“No’m,” she mumbled, stirring a pan of corn like it needed all her attention.

“Did you know anything, Lillian?” I demanded, half rising from the chair. “Did you?” Fear and shame rushed over me like an ocean wave. I felt rolled over, turned around, and left with the gritty taste of sand in my mouth.

“Jus’ talk, you know how peoples talk.” She wouldn’t look at me as she busied herself with moving pots around on the stove.

“You mean,” I croaked, my hand on my heart, “that people knew what Wesley Lloyd was doing all this time, while I…I had no idea?”

I couldn’t take it in, the thought that I’d been walking around town, going to church, the hairdresser’s, the Winn-Dixie, holding my head up in oblivious pride while everybody else had known my husband—the banker, the church elder, the moneymaker, the leader of men—was philandering with a floozie. Faces of my friends, neighbors, church members, merchants—the paperboy, for the Lord’s sake—flashed through my mind, all whispering, watching, tittering, and gloating. Some of them laughing at me, others feeling sorry for me. I didn’t know which was worse.
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