











When Did We Lose Harriet?






Books by Patricia Sprinkle

Nonfiction

Children Who Do Too Little

A Gift from God Women Home Alone

Women Who Do Too Much



MacLaren Yarbrough Mysteries

When Did We Lose Harriet?



Sheila Travis Mysteries

Deadly Secrets on the St. Johns

A Mystery Bred in Buckhead

Death of a Dunwoody Matron

Somebodys Dead in Snellville

Murder on Peachtree Street

Murder in the Charleston Manner

Murder at Markham





When Did We Lose Harriet?

Maclaren Yarbrough Mysteries

Patricia Sprinkle




[image: publisher logo]







Zondervan

When Did We Lose Harriet?

Copyright  1997 by Patricia H. Sprinkle



All rights reserved under International and Pan-American Copyright Conventions. By payment of the required fees, you have been granted the non-exclusive, non-transferable right to access and read the text of this e-book on-screen. No part of this text may be reproduced, transmitted, downloaded, decompiled, reverse engineered, or stored in or introduced into any information storage and retrieval system, in any form or by any means, whether electronic or mechanical, now known or hereinafter invented, without the express written permission of Zondervan.



ePub Edition APRIL 2010 ISBN: 978-0-310-87711-0

Requests for information should be addressed to:

ZondervanPublishingHouse

Grand Rapids, Michigan 49530



Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data



Sprinkle, Patricia Houck.

When did we lose Harriet? / Patricia Sprinkle.


p. cm.(MacLaren Yarbrough mysteries)



ISBN: 0-310-21294-4 (pbk.)

I. Title. II. Series. PS3569.P687W48 1997

813.54dc21

97-13722

CIP



All Scripture quotations, unless otherwise indicated, are taken from the Holy Bible: New International Version. NIV. Copyright  1973, 1978, 1984 by International Bible Society. Used by permission of Zondervan Publishing House. All rights reserved.







For Sarah Gay Edwards for years of laughter, friendship, and counsel, and for letting Jake and Glenna share your neighborhood







Table of Contents

Cover Page

Half Title Page

Books by Patricia Sprinkle

Title Page

Copyright

Dedication

Characters

Preface

June


One

Two



July


Three

Four

Five

Six

Seven

Eight

Nine

Ten

Eleven

Twelve

Thirteen

Fourteen

Fifteen

Sixteen

Seventeen

Eighteen

Nineteen

Twenty

Twenty-One

Twenty-Two

Twenty-Three

Twenty-Four

Twenty-Five

Twenty-Six

Twenty-Seven

Twenty-Eight

Twenty-Nine

Thirty

Thirty-One

Thirty-Two

Thirty-Three



About the Publisher

Share Your Thoughts






Characters

Harriet Lawson, age fifteen, and her family:

Dee Lawson Sykes, Harriets paternal aunt, with whom she lives

William Sykes, Dees husband

Julie Sykes, their sixteen-year-old daughter

Nora Sykes, Williams mother

Lou Ella Sykes, Williams grandmother

Myrna Crawley Lawson, Harriets mother

Frank Lawson, Harriets deceased father

Bertha (Granny) Lawson, Harriets deceased paternal grandmother

Eunice Crawley, Harriets maternal aunt



MacLaren Crane Yarbrough and her family:

Joe Riddley Yarbrough, her husband

Jake Crane, MacLarens brother

Glenna Crane, his wife

Carter Duggins, Glennas cousin the police officer



Other characters:

Josheba Davidson, part-time employee, Rosa L. Parks Avenue Branch Library

Morse, Joshebas boyfriend

Lewis Henly, director of the teen center

Kateisha, Harriets friend at the teen center

Dr, Kateishas brother

Z-dog, Drs friend

Ricky Dodd, friend of Harriets who once lived as a foster child with Harriets grandmother

Beverly White, Rickys girlfriend

Claire Scott and her mother, Harriets former neighbors




Preface

Montgomery, Alabama, is a charming city with big, beautiful homes and the most hospitable people in the world. Natives may wonder why this book set in Montgomery, then, doesnt just deal with charming parts of town and leave out the rest.

It is the nature of fiction that characters have lives of their own. Characters in this story kept wandering in from all over town, and I could not be fair to their story if I didnt let them live where they felt most at home. To those who would complain, But Montgomery isnt like that, I would urge you to sample the rich diversity of your wonderful city. And if youll let me come back, Ill set a murder on the Shakespeare Festival grounds with your favorite people.

I have taken liberties with the community around Rosa L. Parks Avenue. The teen center in this book does not existalthough maybe it should. The Rosa L. Parks Branch Library does exist, and Teresa Temple and her wonderful staff gave me almost as much help as they do my detective. They also repeatedly told me no librarian could give out the address of a patron, which forced me to come up with a fictitious way around that law.



I want to thank Judge Mildred Ann Palmer, who inspired this whole series. Special thanks to several Montgomery people who helped me with research. Sarah Gay Edwards housed me, fed me, encouraged me and acted like a mean teacher with a red pen to help me get the book as accurate as possible. Allison Gore, Craig Cornwell, Kimble Forrister, and the staff at Alabama Arise shared their perceptions of the city. Carol Gundlach and John Boo Starling talked in his hospital room about teenagers in Montgomery. The Rosa L. Parks Avenue Branch librarians let me use both their library and their books. Two nice men in Cottage Hill left their truck and reconstruction deliberations long enough to fill me in on some of the characteristics of that neighborhood. Eleanor Lucas at Capitol Book and News recommended the new Chamber of Commerce book on Montgomery just when I needed it. I hope Ive been faithful to the help all of you so graciously gave me.

Thanks also to Julie Martens, Gardening Editor, Southern Living Magazine, for help with plants that would be in bloom in Montgomery in July, and to Dr. Lee Hearns, Toxicology Department, Metro-Dade Medical Examiners office, for invaluable assistance on the forensics aspects of this mystery. I promise, Lee, not to tell everything I now knownor to use it.

Finally, thanks as always to Anne Strahota, Paula Rhea, my agent Dominick Abel, and my editor Dave Lambert, who all read the manuscript and made me redo it until I got it right. Thanks! I could not have done it without all of you.





June







One

But little do they know that the dead
are there, that her guests are in the
depths of the grave. Proverbs 9:18



The step was steeper than Harriet expected. She stumbled, fell face forward, and caught herself just in time to plunge awkwardly off the bus into the breath-sucking heat that smothers Alabama in June.

She glared down the long sidewalk strafed by the noonday sun, then turned back accusingly to the driver. This the closest you can get? Its got to be two blocks, and its hottern a stove out here!

You can go on a block or two if you like, he said with practiced patience, but this is the stop you asked for. You wont get any closer.

Outrage in every movement, she shrugged on her backpack and whirled away.

He closed the door. When the bus roared off in a noxious cloud, she felt suddenly, inexplicably abandoned. Raising one fist to her mouth, she coughed dramatically in case the driver was watching. Harriet liked playing to an audience. Still playing, she adjusted her backpack and stomped off in the direction of Oakwood Cemeteryas instructed.

The bus driver, Jerry Banks, caught one final glimpse of her in his side mirror. He was glad his wife Netty couldnt see that kid. Now that their own two were grown, Netty was always bringing home strays. She would know what to do with this oneeyes as gold as a tigers pelt and a temper to match. Shed scrub off half the makeup and take a hairbrush to the long brown hair. While she brushed, Netty would sweet-talk the kid into losing her black nail polish and half the cheap perfume. The girl would clean up real good.

As he pulled in to his next stop, Jerry felt a twinge of uneasiness. What did a teenager want in that old cemetery in all this heat? He couldnt see her as a faithful daughter of the Confederacy, going up to read the historical marker and check out gravestones of early citizens or Confederate soldiers. He hoped she wasnt making a pilgrimage to Hank Williamss graveold Hank was buried in the Oakwood Annex. She could have stayed on a few stops for that. In either case, shed surely be the only person up there at high noon.

But passengers werent Jerrys responsibility once they left the busespecially young white passengers. He knew that, and shrugged at his own foolishness. After all, the police station was right across the street from the cemetery.

Jerry didnt know that ivy and kudzu make an effective barrier between the Montgomery police station and Oakwood Cemetery.

Hed guessed right about Harriets interest in history and Hank Williams, though. She had never heard of Hank Williams. She had no idea the old burying ground had a historical marker. And it would never occur to her to be interested in tombstones. Harriets concern with Oakwood Cemetery was uniquely her own.

The black backpack hung heavily from her shoulders. A vivid bird of prey on her black T-shirt stuck damply to her front. Black jeans hugged her small flat behind. Harriet always wore black. Black sandals. Black lipstick. Black nail polish. Shed dye her hair black if Uncle William would let her. Women looked better in black. Thats what fashion magazines said. They never said how hot it was, though. She was so sweaty she felt grimy all over. She had wanted to meet later so she could go back to Aunt Dixies and change, but the morning caller had been insistent. I want to see you right now. I cant wait any longer! The voice was a soft, muffled whisper. Harriet had read her own yearnings into it.

Just remembering made her walk faster, hurrying toward her own particular miracle.

Not that she quite believed it. Fifteen years of living had given Harriet a strong practical streak, and shed never seen an honest-to-God miracle. She didnt really expect to find one at the end of this hot street.

But it might be her, she argued aloud in a fierce whisper, clenching her fists around hope. Sometimesin stories

Stories, to Harriet, meant romance novels, where a secret caller could be the heroines mother coming back after thirteen years. Clasping the heroine close, shed whisper through raining tears the reason shed had to leave long ago without a word. Unfortunately, only in her deepest soul was Harriet the heroine of anything.

Perspiration trickled down her back and under her arms. In her sandals, grit stuck to the balls of her feet and crept between her toes. Ill be filthy before I get there, she muttered. With one hand she wiped her neck, then held her arm out critically. Shed have looked better with a tan.

Anxious thoughts circled like buzzards. Would her mother think her pretty? Youve got great eyes, she reminded herself. Did her mother have the same eyes? Harriet wished Granny Lawson had kept at least one picture.

Mother. Harriet savored the word and regretted she hadnt put on fresh mascara and eyeliner. Shed scarcely spent any time on her face this morning, shed been in such a hurry to get to the bank.

What difference does it make? She could hear her cousin Julies scorn. Youre such a mess, nobody notices your eyes. Julie the cheerleader, with the perfect figure, red-gold hair, and perfect tan. All Julie and her friends did on weekends was sit by pools and brag about all the boys they knew. Harriet wasnt about to sit around with them and let them smirk at her flat chest, or ask whether she knew any boys. Her shoulders sagged, then lifted defiantly. Shed show Julie. Shed show them all!

The cemetery gates were just ahead. Beyond them, irregular lines of white tombstones and a few tall trees marched up a high hill crowned by a grove and a small white gazebo. At the gazebo, the voice had said.

She squinted against the sun, still afraid to believe. Probably somebody just puttin me on, she told herself for the umpteenth time. Anger surged. But if it isif they do She didnt know how she would punish such betrayal, but it would be terrible.

She felt torn between wanting to dash up that hill and wanting to turn and run. She wished it were yesterday, tomorrow, any minute but now.

Harriet was no coward. I can leave if I want to. I dont have to stay. Once shed said it, she said it again. It became a rhythm to march to as she slogged up the narrow road, dogged purpose in every line of her body and a trace of hope in the way she lifted her head to gauge her ascent.

The hill, however, was too steep for heroic entries. Gradually her steps slowed. Halfway up she stopped and swiped her forehead with one forearm, panting for breath and swatting pesky mosquitoes that swarmed around her head. It was so hot that Spanish moss dripped from an ancient cedar like branches melting.

Jerry Banks was wrong again. The cemetery was not quite deserted. One person observed Harriets slow progressa person who had parked behind the crest of the hill well before the appointed hour and now stood concealed by the gazebo. A cooling breeze brushed through the shady grove on the hilltop. The mosquitoes werent quite so thick up there, but from time to time the observer fanned away a few persistent ones and dabbed at a sweat-beaded foreheadkeeping carefully out of sight.

Not until Harriet arrived and looked warily about did the observer step out. Hello!

Harriets eyes widened in recognitionthen narrowed in suspicion. Whatre you doing here?

Im supposed to take you to her. Come on.

Nobody saw them walk together down the back side of the hill.

Nobody heard the parked car start, or saw it leave.

After that, the cemetery was truly deserted.







Two

Be sure of this: The wicked will not
go unpunished, but those who are
righteous will go free. Proverbs 11:21



Forty miles north of Montgomery lies Lake Jordan, pronounced jerden by the well-informed. An hour after Harriet plodded up the road in Oakwood Cemetery, her cousin Julie sat on a dock overlooking Lake Jordan, holding her head in both hands and wishing she were dead. How could she have gotten herself into this mess? It was all Harriets fault. If she hadnt acted like such a know-it-all

Julies stomach churned and her heart beat faster, faster, faster. Would she throw up firstor explode? She had never been dumber in all her sixteen years.

She turned to Rachel Gray, her best friend. Rachel was crying. Julie felt worse than ever, because it had all been her idea.

If it were done when tis done, twere well it was done quickly. How could she remember Shakespeare now, when she never could on tests? It was a dumb quote anyhow. How could you tell when something was done? She could see this day oozing out like a wet blot on her entire future, coming back to haunt her for the rest of her life.

Julie laid her head down on her knees and, like Rachel, wept.



In the little community of Chisholma cluster of small houses conveniently near Montgomerys northside industrial districtEunice Crawley and her neighbor Raye Hunter rocked lazily on Eunices front porch. Raye could tell Eunice was upset about something. Her plump face was flushed, and she kept breathing hard.

You all right? Raye fumbled in her pocket, retrieved a sodden tissue, and blew her nose. With all the pollen in the air, her allergies were acting up something fierce.

Eunice fanned flies that hummed a lazy duet with her rockers steady squeak. Im plumb burning up. I guess I oughta go ahead and spend the money to get that air conditioner fixed. She swatted at a fly with her bare hand and missed, as usual. Seems like if it isnt one thing, its another. Its hard when a woman has no family.

Raye knew what Eunice was hinting. She thought Rayes second boy, Tom, ought to come look at her air conditioner for free. Eunice liked to hold on to her pennies. Raye dabbed her poor pink nose with the sodden tissue and shifted the subject. You got a niece. Do you ever hear from Harriet? She okay about living with her other aunt?

Eunice shifted in her rocker and resettled herself on its sagging cane bottom. I havent heard, but I cant have her here, thats for sure, what with me working and all these teenage gangs they keep talking about up here.

Truth to tell, Raye thought uncharitably, Eunice had lived alone so long, she couldnt stand having anybody around. Close Eunice waswith her money and her life. Theyd been next-door neighbors for nearly twenty years, but Raye never could tell what Eunice would say or do. Take today, for instance. Eunice hadnt gone to work, but shed left at nine-thirty and been gone well past noon. Raye had come over right after she came back, even missed one of her favorite TV stories, but Eunice hadnt said one word about where shed been.

One thing Raye was sure of: Eunice never went anywhere or did anything except what suited Eunice Crawley.



What suited Richard Watson Doddknown to his friends, creditors, and probation officer as Rickywas to do absolutely nothing. Otherwise, he considered himself an easy young man to please. He didnt mind living in south Montgomery in a mobile home so little you could spit from one end to the other and so close to the airport that planes practically landed on the roof. Hed live happily in that mobile home so long as his girlfriend paid the rent and power bill. Ricky Dodd couldnt do without air conditioning.

Sprawled on the squalid plush couchwhich had been a pleasant-enough red before dirt and body oils turned it a revolting blood rustRicky flicked the remote control to change channels and lifted his thin bare chest until the air conditioner blew a sensuous stream of icy air across his nipples. Beverly, bring me a beer.

Beverly, a girl not quite out of her teens, with stringy blonde hair and a slump of despair to her shoulders, plodded obediently to the refrigerator and took a cold Bud-weiser from the shelf. Whered you get these?

He snickered. Oh, baby! You dont wanna know. He answered her sharp, frightened look by raising his can. You gonna make me a sandwich to go with this?

I got to get ready for work. Besides, were out of bologna, and I dont get paid until Friday. She hesitated, then timidly suggested, Honey, if you could get some work a day or two a week, just to help out a littleI heard Buddys filling station down from us is looking for a mechanic. Beverly clerked in a convenience store. She went to work each day terrified shed be held up, but more terrified of what Ricky would do if she lost her job. Her terror excited him. To his buddies he referred to it as Keeping the old woman in line.

He got tired, though, of her constant harping. Job, job, job. Baby, is that all you ever think about? You know my back wont take the lifting. But Im getting some money in a little while. Just you wait.

Ricky! Her plain face puckered with concern. You arent? If you get caught again

He stopped her with a look. I aint gonna get caught, and it aint what you think. I had a little talk with Harriet. Shes gonna give me some money real soon. Wait and see.

Hed known that would catch her attention. Where would Harriet get any money? And why would she give it to you?

He smirked. Wouldnt you like to know? He reached again for the remote control. Go next door and borrow some bologna. Say well pay em back Friday, for sure.



In east Montgomery, the famous Alabama Shakespeare Festival is a jewel set in spacious grounds. Since the elegant theater was built in the mid 1980s, it has drawn wealth and prestige like a diamond draws women.

In a beauty salon not far from the Shakespeare Festival grounds, Dee Sykes (nee Dixie Lawson) contemplated her nails. That looks more purply than it did on the chart. Are you sure it matches? Diamonds sparkled on her wedding band.

Teri, the manicurist, reached for a magenta belt lying on her table and held it up for Dee to compare. Its a little darker than the belt, but if it was exact, nobody would notice the polish. I like the contrast.

Dee gave her fingertips one more dubious look. I guess so. She looked at the clock over the counter. Goodness, is it nearly two? I must have been at the mall for hours! It took me forever to find a dress, but I wanted something new for the play tonight.

Well, now youre all fixed up. Teri gave the polish one last check to be sure it was really dry.

You were so sweet to fit me in when I called. Dee reached into her purse for her wallet. When I found the dress, it was just perfect, but the polish I had on would have been dreadful with it. I called you before I even wrote my check. If you couldnt fit me in, I was going to get a plain black dress instead.

Teri pocketed a generous tip that almost made up for having to miss lunch. She couldnt help thinking of her own unpaid bills, the cold her three-year-old had caught at day care, and the very real threat that his daddy would come by after work and beat the tar out of her because the kid got sick. Must be nice to have money, she muttered as Dee headed toward a creamy Mercedes in the parking lot. Sure, Dee complained a lot about her wild niece, her meddling mother-in-law, and how her husband William never wanted to do a thing after work except putter in his yard, but life couldnt be too bad when your mama-in-law was the widow of a rich lawyer politician and your husband sold the priciest furniture in town.

Starting to tidy the table, she saw Dee had forgotten her belt. Dashing out of the shop, Teri caught the Mercedes just before it pulled off the lot. Dee took the belt with an apologetic smile. Arent you sweet! Id lose my head if it wasnt glued on. Thanks. She drove away with a perky little wave.

Dee held the smile until she was half a block down the street, then sagged at the wheel. Whew! She expelled the exhausted breath of an actress whos completed a difficult performance. Nobody knew how much energy it took to look happy when you were worried to death. Dee wanted to get home, stretch out on her big, cool bed and sleep until time to fix dinner. At least Nora was at the lake, so she wouldnt be calling with a few more colleges Julie might go to. Williams mama could be such a pain!

While Dees hands were on the wheel, her mind was planning dinner. Lemon garlic chicken and rice. William liked that. Might as well set a place for Harriet. Keep up appearances a while longer. That was all they did anymore, it seemedkeep up appearances.



Nora Sykes stood on her tree-shaded deck and looked across Lake Jordan with contentment. Shed had a very satisfactory day. Her fox-red hair, brushed straight back off her high forehead to curl slightly under at the ends, was lifted by a breeze fragrant with the Russian tea olive shed planted near the deck. Checking the heavy gold watch on one freckled arm, she saw it wasnt quite two. She neednt go in for a while yet.

William was fond of boasting that My mama is as pretty today as when Daddy died fifteen years ago. That made people smile, for Nora looked very like her son. However, while they shared bright red hair and emerald eyes, Noras flawless skin had skipped a generation and shown up in her granddaughter. Poor William was ruddy, freckled, and scarred from a heartbreaking case of teenage acne.

He also suffered from a poor memory. Nora Sykes actually looked better than she had fifteen years before. William Trevor Sykes Junior, called Trevor, had preferred for his wife to stand in his shadow. When he died, Nora got a new hairstyle, trimmed down her figure, and found a personal trainer. These days, nobody would take her for sixty-five. Her honeyed voicedeep and vigorous, like the one Tallulah Bankhead took from Alabama and made famous around the worldrang out in committees and social events all over town. Last year shed bought a lovely home in Wynlakes, a prestigious community on Montgomerys eastern edge. Her latest enthusiasm was to get her only granddaughter, Julie, into what she referred to as a quality college. The fact that Dee and William wanted to send their daughter to their own alma mater, the University of Alabama, was merely tiresome.



In an elegant and gracious home just down the street from the big white governors mansion, Lou Ella Sykes lifted a white linen napkin, dabbed her lips, and surveyed her grandson approvingly. Thats settled, then, William? You talk it over with Dee, and Ill try to think of how to bring your mother around. Thank you for waiting to eat until after my she touched the large pearls at her throat, meeting. She hoped her grandson hadnt noticed the slight pause, and would never know what shed been doing before this luncheon. If only she could keep from shaking!

William Sykes nodded absently. He certainly hadnt noticed the pause. William was too busy hoping Leila wouldnt find out how hed spent his own morning. He couldnt have eaten much before two anyway. Hed had to wind up something very important.

He squirmed in his chair. He couldnt believe hed done itbut it had to be done. Thats all there was to it. It had to be done.

While pretending to listen intently to his grandmother, William was actually wondering why Leila looked so terrible. Sure, she was eighty-four. Her bones no longer carried her frame erect, she used a cane, her once olive skin had faded to a sallow hue, and the veins in the backs of her hands were as thick as the wisteria vine that shaded her dining room window from the western sun. But her voice was still strong, with that faint trace of New Orleans shed brought to Montgomery as a bride. Usually she was as trim and as elegant as her home. Today, while her gray linen dress was cool and crisp like always, and her iron-gray hair was softly confined in its usual regal twist, she had dark half-moons under her eyes and looked like somebody had taken the helium out of her balloon. Why?

He realized his grandmother was expecting him to say something. At least the gist of her last remarks had gotten through. He sighed. Leila, why cant you and Mama bury the hatchet and stop pulling me, Dee, and Julie to pieces between you?

Her smile was frosty. Your mother and I have had differences since before you were born, William. But this time we wont pull your family to pieces, as you so inelegantly put it, if youll haul up your socks and stand up to her. She raised her voice slightly. Irmalene, were finished in here. You can bring in dessert. She lifted a Waterford pitcher of iced tea to refill their glasses, but her hand shook too hard to hold it. She placed the pitcher carefully on the table and said, to distract her grandson, Where your daughter goes to college is your businessyours, Dees, and Julies. Just because Nora went to Agnes Scott is no reason for her to have a say in the matter.

William had noticed her tremors, but he misinterpreted them. Could Leila be dreadfully ill? He felt terror rise like ice water in his veins. He couldnt bear to think of a world without Leila and her big old house, where hed taken his first steps and eaten almost every Sunday dinner in his life. Leilas was the only place in all the world where he could truly sit back and relax. In his own house he felt like an interloper. Dee even told visitors as she showed the back room, This is Williams little denas if he merely rated a hole in a riverbank somewhere. She and Julie had so completely filled the rest of the house with ruffles, flowers, and lace that it looked like a fancy bassinet. Dee hadnt even given him the den, really. Shed chosen pictures he didnt like, a chair he could never get comfortable in, and curtains in a shade of green that reminded him of one time when hed eaten too many unripe pears as a boy and vomited up undigested peeling.

Mamas new housefull of thick Chinese carpets, heavy mahogany antiques, enormous mirrors, and gleaming silverleft little room for a man to stretch out and breathe, either. Someday, he thought, Id like a house with bare wood floors, wooden blinds, no curtains, and very little furniture. He squirmed in Leilas mahogany chair. What kind of thoughts were those for a man who sold furniture for a living?

As Irmalene trudged almost silently around the table removing luncheon plates and setting down bowls of ice cream smothered by Chilton County peaches, the air conditioner clicked on and whirred softly. William remembered squirming on the very same mahogany chair one summer day when he was ten years old, and the only relief from the thick warm air was a lazy fan above the table. That afternoon, his father had taken him over to Granddaddys to tell him how women are.

You cant ever please em, boy, he had concluded, no matter how hard you try. But dont act like youre gonna run counter to em, either, or theyll have a hissy and make your life miserable. The best course is to nod and smile, then go your own way.

Daddy had taken a big puff of his cigar and blown a cloud that made Williams stomach queasy in the hot, close room. Then hed added, almost to himself, Of course, a day of reckoning will come. Theyre smartern we give em credit for.

Williams day of reckoning had come. No amount of nodding and smiling was going to settle this new struggle between Leila, Mama, and Dee. Probably, he thought miserably, the only thing that will settle it is death.







July







Three

Do not boast about tomorrow,
for you do not know what a day
may bring forth. Proverbs 27:1



My name is MacLaren Yarbrough, and while its hard to believe now, when I flew from Albuquerque to Montgomery on Monday, July fifteenth, Id never heard of Harriet Lawson. Furthermore, if anyone had quoted God works in mysterious ways, his wonders to perform to me as my plane droned above the inky Alabama countryside, Id have told them smartly that as far as that particular trip was concerned, God had very little to do with it.

What God had done, so far as I could see, was finally get me sent from Hopemore, Georgiaa pleasant little town midway between Augusta, Macon, and nowhere, where I am variously known as the wife of Joe Riddley, mother of Ridd and Walker, and co-owner of Yarbroughs Feed, Seed & Nurseryto our churchs national meeting in Albuquerquewhere I could say a few things Ive been storing up for years. It was my brother Jake who messed things up by having a heart attack smack in the middle of a most interesting discussion on human sexuality.

Jakes timing has been lousy for fifty-five years. He even got born two weeks early, which canceled my tenth birthday sleepover.

I was intrigued, incidentally, by how long some folks can spend discussing human sexuality. Ive been married nearly forty-five years, have some good memories and anticipate a good many more, but I never realized how much some people like to talk about sexparticularly people who look as if they arent getting enough of it.

When Id told Joe Riddley that on the phone the night before, hed chuckled. MacLaren, honey, we both know sex is a lot like eatingsometimes a feast and sometimes just a quick bite on the road to somewhere elsebut doing it sure beats talking about it.

By the end of that next week in Montgomery, Id be delighted that Joe Riddley was still in Georgia where he belonged. As I pressed my forehead to the cold window, thoughstraining for my first glimpse of Montgomerys lights in the country darknessI missed him something terrible. I couldnt help thinking that if the plane kept going for another hour or so, wed be over middle Georgia and could land in my son Ridds back cotton field. I could sleep in my own bed with Joe Riddley heavy and sweet beside me. Why the dickens hadnt Jakes guardian angel protected him for one more week?

I was grumbling to keep from bawling, and I knew it. There I was with years of practice praying for sick people, and now that it was Jake I found myself reduced to Please, God, please, God, please, God!

To make me even grumpier, I looked a wreck. I like to look nice, and while Im no longer the slip of a thing in my wedding pictures, I still have the same big brown eyes and (with the connivance of my beauty operator) keep my hair almost the same honey brown. Joe Riddley even assures me Ive grown voluptuous, not plump. Hes a very nice man when he wants to be. That night, however, I was about as attractive as a wilty cabbage leaf. If I stopped looking through the airplane window and merely looked in it, I saw a woman with bags under her eyes, crows feet radiating to her hairline, and all her lipstick chewed off.

It wasnt just worry over Jake that had me looking that way. Nobody warned me that national church meetings go on day and night. Leaders seem to think that just because God neither slumbers nor sleeps, neither should anybody else. Between lying awake every night for a week ahead planning what to take and what I wanted to say, and trying to stay awake in late meetings, I hadnt gotten any decent sleep for days. When you are on the shady side of sixty, you need your rest. Id been feeling grumpy even before Jakes wife, Glenna, called to say he was in intensive care. Of course I had to go, right away.

When the plane landed, I could hardly wait for the pilot to turn off the engines and the flight attendants to open the door. I pushed my way almost rudely into the passenger inch-walk down the cabin, and nearly ran toward the terminal. Glenna was waiting just inside. The sight of her fairly broke my heart. How could a woman age so much in one day?

Glenna has never been a beauty. Shes tall and bony, seldom bothers with creams and powders, has been gray since she was forty, and doesnt fuss much with her hairjust cuts it to fall straight and cup her cheeks on each side. Her big gray eyes are so kind, though, that Ive seen grieving children fling themselves into her arms. She also has something my mothers generation referred to as breedingan easy way of carrying herself and wearing clothes that lets anybody with two eyes know she grew up in a family with enough money and education not to need to parade either one. That night, though, her skin looked like it had been left on a counter overnight when it should have been refrigerated, and her eyes had the same stricken look I had seen in a dog begging to be put down. She was smiling as I went toward her, but when I held out my arms, her face crumpled.

We hugged awkwardly, both because Glenna is five-nine and I five-three and because we arent accustomed to touching. Our closeness has always been one of spirit, not bodies.

Oh, Clara! Glenna said over and over, clinging like shed never let go.

I nearly melted in a puddle of tears right then and there. Since Mama and Daddy died, nobody but Jake and Glenna calls me Clah-rawhich was all Jake could make of MacLaren when he was a baby.

How is he? I asked. I couldnt catch a breath while I waited for her answer. So much could have happened in those hours Id been on the plane.

She averted her head. Not good, honey. Her voice trembled. The doctor says he needs bypass surgery, but Jake wont agree. I hope you can persuade him.

I gave my nose a hearty blow. Durn tootin. I hoped I sounded more confident than I felt. I saw I was not only going to have to make Jake get his surgery, I was going to have to prop up Glenna at the same time.

Can I see him tonight? I asked.

She checked her watch. Its way past the last visitation, but I told them you were coming and they said theyll let you in for a minuteif you arent too tired.

Im a walking zombie, but I wont sleep until Ive seen him. Lets stop by to say hello, then go on home.

As we left the fresh cool air of the airport, I knew I was in Alabama. The night was so hot and thick I could have shaped it in my hands like cotton candy.



Glenna pulled into the hospital parking lot and turned deftly into a waiting space. One of her many grace gifts is that she always gets a convenient parking place when she needs one. In emergencies, I have even gotten a couple myself by chanting, I am Glenna Crane, I am Glenna Crane.

In the cardiac intensive care unit Jake was pale, with tubes everywhere and more monitors than NASA. I saw at once why Glenna looked the way she did. The spunk had gone out of old Jake. What little hair he had left was lifeless and dry, his skin was a peculiar ashy gray, and even his voice was a wisp of its usual boom. Well, Clara, hows this for a way to get you to visit?

I had to clear my throat before I could answer. I even almost said something polite before I caught myself. If I talked nice, Jake would think he was dying. Effective, Bubba, but not one Id recommend. How do you feel?

Like an old tire retread. How do you feel?

Like somebody whos been on planes all day because her baby brothers being ornery. I sat down beside him and took his hand. Glenna says you need a bypass.

He chuckled weakly. Not wasting any time, are you?

Nope. Why are you?

Fundamental chickenism. Besides, Im not sure thats what I ought to do. Ive lived a good life He had to stop to cough. His monitors jumped around like crazy.

I wasnt about to stay and upset him right then. Well talk some more tomorrow. Im too tired to argue right now.

How long you gonna be here?

Until you get your bypass and get back home.

Ill think about it.

Youd better, I warned, in the tone I used when he was four and I was allowed to switch him if he disobeyed. Now get yourself a good nights sleep. Ill get you straightened out tomorrow.

Glenna, who had waited by the door, tiptoed in and kissed him on the cheek. Ill be back after I get Clara settled.

He shook his head. You dont need to come back, honey. Ill be fine.

Im not coming just for you, Jake. Im coming for me. Ill rest better knowing Im here. She straightened his covers and touched his shoulder in farewell, then motioned me to follow her out.



One of the very few things Jake and Glenna dont agree on is automobiles. To Glenna, a car is transportation. Once she gets one she likes, she hangs onto it for years and gives it just enough maintenance to keep it running. Her current blue Ford was rump sprung and dented, and my suitcases shared the trunk with two bags of clothes she was taking to a homeless shelter and three bags of sanitized cow manure shed bought for her flowers.

Jake, on the other hand, has always been car proud. He likes new, pretty ones, and treats them more like girlfriends than steel and plastic. This years red Buick Park Avenue gleamed in their unpaved drive, an Auburn sticker in its back window. It was almost easier to see him in the hospital than it was to see his car in the driveway and know he might never come home to drive it.

Glenna seemed to feel the same, for although she is naturally quiet, she chattered like a squirrel as she lifted the heavier bag from the car. We havent had a bit of rain for weeks. I dont know what the yard will do if we dont get some soon. But look! The old magnolia saved three blossoms for you. The rest bloomed earlier, but those waited for you to get here. I peered up the fat old tree. Sure enough, three creamy blossoms glowed in the darkness.

Higher up, from towering pines, came the whir of thousands of tiny motors humming in the night. The cicadas are certainly having a fling! I exclaimed. Cicadas are noisy little locusts that hibernate for years, then creep out of the ground, sing their hearts out, lay their eggs, and die. On their jubilee, the whole South gets a bumper crop, but where I live, every year a few rebels come up out of season. This was either a jubilee, or Montgomerys cicadas have the same spirit that made that city the first capital of the Confederacy.

As I waited on the front walk for Glenna to unlock the door, I took a deep breath of thick air scented with honeysuckle, pine, and boxwood, and thought how remarkable she and Jake were. When theyd been married about three years and had just learned Glenna could never have a baby, they bought a comfortable six-room house in Montgomerys South Hull District, a neighborhood of modest brick homes. Their house has a big yard and ceilings high enough so you dont smother, but it also has two small bathrooms and a kitchen Glenna keeps talking about remodeling but never has. Over the years, when a lot of their friends and neighbors moved east to newer neighborhoods with roomy, modern kitchens, enormous bathrooms, and several extra rooms, Jake used to ask, You want to move, honey?

Glenna always replied, Wouldnt you rather put our money in something that really matters, Jake? Only their family, their church treasurer, and the postman who brings appeals and carries away checks know what matters to Jake and Glenna Crane. I never let them hear me say it, but as far as I know there are no finer people on Gods green earth.

Thinking of losing Jake was like a knife in my heart. When Glenna stepped inside and called, Coming, dear? I could hardly see to hurry up the steps.



I saw Glenna off for her all-night vigil, kicked off my shoes, and unpacked. After a long cool shower I was padding barefoot across the kitchens old black and white linoleum tiles for a glass of milk when the phone rang. MacLaren Yarbrough, I answered automatically, then corrected myself. Crane residence.

There was a silence on the other end, then an explosion. Woman, what are you doing there? You are supposed to be in Albuquerque!

Joe Riddley!

I knew I was wasting my charm. He barely paused for breath. When Glenna called here this morning looking for you, I was stupid enough to give her your number, but five minutes later I wished I hadnt. I just knew youd do some fool thing like hare off to Montgomery. I never imagined youd do it so fast, though. Whatd you dosprout wings and fly solo?

I got the first plane out, just like any caring sister would.

Caring, my hind foot. Youll badger that poor man to death.

Im not badgering him! I took a deep breath to fortify myself. Talking to Joe Riddley can be like walking into the Atlantic during a hurricane. You dont make much headway, and you often wind up flattened. Oddly enough, though, he is the mildest man in Hopemore when hes on the magistrates bench. Did I forget to tell you? Joe Riddley is a magistrate as well as a nursery man. Judge Yarbrough, respected throughout Hope County. Some prisonersespecially those brought in in the middle of the nightask for him by name, because Joe Riddley never gives them a hard time about being hauled out of bed.

He seldom gives anybody a hard time, except me and our younger son, Walker. He and Walker butt heads because they are so much alike, and he got used to bossing me when I was four and he was six. Joe Riddleys daddy owned the local hardware store (the same one we converted into the Feed, Seed & Nursery when Home Depot came into town a few years back) and one day my daddy took me there. Joe Riddley looked down, hitched up his corduroy pants, and asked, Wanna go count nails? To somebody just learning to count, it was sublime! They kept the nails in bright red bins, and we counted long ones, short ones, fat ones, and skinny ones. I could only go to a hundred, but Joe Riddley could count forever. After that, I begged to go to the hardware store, because I thought Joe Riddley was wonderful. Still doalthough I dont let him get away with bossing me the way he did back then.

One day when Daddy called me to go, Joe Riddley looked down at me and said gruffly, You cant count worth a flip, but you are the cutest little bit of a thing I ever did see. Then he turned beet red.

Hes called me Little Bit ever sinceas in Little Bit, dont you go butting into things over there. You hear me? He often complains that I butt in on peoples lives and his cases. I always reply that anybody whos raised two boys and put up with him all these years knows there are times to butt in and times to butt out.

Tonight I said, with the dignity befitting one elected to a national church meeting, Im not going to butt in on a single thing, Joe Riddley. All Im going to do is help Glenna make Jake get the surgery he needs.

His voice softened. Well, from what Glenna said, he needs somebody to pound sense into his head, and youre the best pounder I know. Tell him I said to go on and get that danged operation so he can get rid of youthen you come on home, you hear me? Dont even think about trying to go back to Albuquerque for that last day or two.

I wont, I promised, and dont you worry about things here. Ill keep you posted. I had no idea, at the time, what a whopper that would turn out to be.

After he hung up, I got a glass and was just about to finally get my milk when the phone rang again. Crane residence, I remembered to answer that time. This is Jakes sister MacLaren. May I help you?

I leaned toward the fridge, but the cord didnt reach. Jake and Glenna are so old-fashioned they didnt even own a cordless phone. I vowed to send them one for Christmas.

The woman on the other end was courteous, but had whining down to a fine art. Im sorry to be calling so late, but Ive been trying to reach Jake all day.

While I explained why Jake had been unavailable, I nearly pulled the cord out of the wall so I could finally open the refrigerator. The milk squatted at the back, out of reach.

When she heard about Jake, the woman got real sympathetic, but even that was a sympathetic whine. Oh, honey, Im so sorry to have to bother you at a time like this. Does the church know? Ill find time to call tomorrow and get him on the prayer chain, then well organize some meals, but in the meantime, I just have to know about tomorrow, because

Living with Joe Riddley, Ive had lots of practice wading into conversations midstream. Meals wont be necessary for a while, I said loudly and firmly. Glenna and I will be at the hospital most of the time. But I know theyd appreciate being on the prayer chain. Whom shall I tell them called?

She said her name so fast I missed it, then went on, Glenna and I are also in the Garden Club together, and the When a Southern woman starts describing who she is and what clubs she belongs to, theres plenty of time to leave a receiver on the counter, pour a glass of milk, and get back before the other person knows youre gone. Id drunk half my milk, murmuring umms at what I hoped were appropriate places, before the woman paused for an audible breath. I didnt really start paying attention until she asked, Do you know who Glenna got?

Im sorry, I said contritely. Ive just come in off a plane, and Im still getting my bearings. What is it you want to know?

Her sugar turned a bit sour. What arrangements Glennas made about the teen center tomorrow.

Teen center? I was totally in the dark, and so sleepy I was having to swallow yawns before they swallowed me.

If Id had phone-a-vision, I swear Id have seen her drumming perfect nails. The teen center! You know, just off Rosa L. Parks Avenue? Run by the Youth Council? Directed by that nice Mr. Henly?

I opened my mouth to explain I had never heard of the Youth Council or that nice Mr. Henly, but she rippled on. Jake goes over the first and third Tuesdays, from ten til noon. I always call to remind him.

Well, this time he cant possibly come.

Any decent woman would have hung up right then, but this particular specimen was as persistent as summers first fly. We-e-ll She drew it out into at least three syllables, followed by a meaningful pausethe meaning being, This is also your problem now, sugar, so youd better get on the stick and think of something.

I did not say a thing.

After a long pause, she sighed. I just dont know who I could get this late. Being summer, you know. So many people are out of town Another long pause.

I knew what was expected of me. Natives of Montgomery fall all over each other being nice and helpful. I, however, long ago learned to live with the guilt of not always doing the right thing. I drank the rest of my milk and still didnt say a word. Finally the woman was forced to come right out and ask.

How about you? Just this once? Mr. Henly counts on us for Tuesdays.

I simply cannot remember what happened after that. I remember repeating that I was a stranger to Montgomery who had just flown in to be with my brother. Im pretty sure I told her at least twice I couldnt possibly go to the center. I was so tired I may have given out my mothers maiden name and our bank security code. I would have said anything to get off that phone.

Apparently, I did.

By the time I climbed into bed ten minutes later, Id agreed that the next morning Id keep the desk (whatever that meant) at a teen center off Rosa L. Parks Avenue (wherever that was), so nice Mr. Henly (whoever he was) wouldnt be disappointed.

Oh, well, I consoled myself, yawning, its only two hours. It wont kill me.

I would live to reconsider those words.
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