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Chapter 1

For I was hungry, and ye gave Me meat: I was thirsty, and ye gave Me drink: I was a stranger, and ye took Me in....

Matthew 25:35

 


 


 


 


Memory, who was going by the name of Elaine Robertson and had asked Johnnie Mae Landris to just call her Elaine instead of Ms. Robertson, sat on the bed in the room Johnnie Mae said would be hers for as long as she stayed. Certain that she was alone, she picked up the phone and dialed. “Hi, Sam,” she said with a grin. “It’s me—Memory.”

Johnnie Mae had just finished showing her two bedrooms, in both of which the beds were low and close to the floor. The first room had a queen-size sleigh bed with stone-top night-stands set on each side.

“What’s the name of this collection?” Memory had asked, attempting to show she was somewhat knowledgeable about life’s finer things. Fine furniture always had a name.

“The Amherst collection—it’s English inspired,” Johnnie Mae said with a smile. No one had ever asked her that before. She was impressed Memory had, but even more impressed that she’d recalled the collection’s name to be able to answer her.

“They certainly crafted some exquisite pieces,” Memory said, leisurely strolling around the room, touching and tracing various intricate details lightly with her fingers for an up-close-and-personal feel. Fully aware Johnnie Mae had another bedroom she wanted her to see, Memory wasn’t trying to be snooty or picky. She’d just never been this close to a setup so nice and was determined she would experience this on her own terms without rushing or glossing over it in order to appear even more refined.

Memory touched the antique brass hardware, felt the smoothness of the cherry-finished wood . . . the coolness of the stone-topped nightstand. She marveled at the overlaid carving on the bed’s head- and footboard and the doors of the large, three-drawer armoire. Yet nothing she’d seen rivaled the swirling, hand-carved pilasters that topped the nine-drawer dresser’s mirror and the armoire that stood catercornered between two walls.

Easing down gingerly on the cushioned bench at the foot of the bed, she looked around again, taking a visual inventory of the entire room. “This is lovely,” she said. “So lovely. It’s warm and engaging. Feels like . . . home.” She nodded. “Yes, like home.”

“Thank you,” Johnnie Mae said as she quickly glanced around the guest bedroom. It was a place she rarely came into and—with the exception of having to periodically dust the furniture and hardwood floor covered largely by a maroon Oriental rug—really had no reason to. “Before you get too comfortable,” she said, “don’t forget there’s one other bedroom I want you to see. Then you can decide which of the two you prefer.”

Memory stood up. “This one’s fine. In fact, it’s better than fine. I keep trying to tell you that I’m not sure I’ll even be here long enough to need a place to lay my head.”

“Look, Elaine, you can at least stay the night,” Johnnie Mae said. She hadn’t had a chance to call Sarah Fleming yet, so she wasn’t sure what the plan for Memory would be. She just knew she needed to keep her close until she could relay her suspicions to Sarah and find out how she wanted to proceed from here.

Memory strolled toward the doorway and looked back at the room as she and Johnnie Mae stepped into the all-white carpeted hallway. They walked two doors down, passing the opened door of a large bathroom accentuated with gold fixtures and faucets.

Johnnie Mae opened the door to another bedroom. This was the room her mother usually stayed in whenever she came over (which had only been a total of three times since they’d moved into their newly built house back in August 2004).

“Oh my goodness,” Memory said, gasping aloud as she scanned the bedroom with one quick swoop. “This is breathtaking . . . absolutely breathtaking! Whose collection is this? Not that I’d ever be able to afford anything this grand, but, still, I can certainly brag about having seen it.”

“It’s called the Royale collection,” Johnnie Mae said, then leaned over and whispered, “and it’s really not that expensive.” She flashed Memory a warm smile.

Memory began to walk around the room. “It has a sort of architectural feel to it.”

Johnnie Mae was slightly taken aback. “That’s exactly what the woman at the furniture store said when we were looking at it.” Each piece had elements found in medallions, crown moldings, and various ceiling tiles (often used throughout Europe) embedded in it. “You’re really quite good at this,” Johnnie Mae said, again impressed.

Memory noted the low poster bed with its smoky cherry tone. She sat down on the mattress, bounced on it, then stood up—just to see how easy it would be to get in and out of it. That was one thing, at almost seventy, she and people her age cared more about these days: whether they could get in and out of bed without having to climb up or slide down. This bed was perfect, as was the one in the other room. She walked toward the dresser that proudly boasted twelve drawers: three small ones across the top, nine large dovetailed ones below. Her attention darted from the dresser to the armoire to yet another piece of furniture in the room that was too large to be a nightstand yet too small to be any type of dresser.

“What’s this called?” Memory asked as she glided her worn, wrinkled fingers across the furniture’s gold-painted shells, leaf moldings, and scrolls while noting how the details on it were identical to the other pieces in the collection.

“Oh, this? It’s called a demilune. It has shelves inside,” Johnnie Mae said, opening its door to show Memory the three shelves now filled with various books.

“A demilune?” she repeated with a look that indicated more information was needed.

“Yes, demilune—for the crescent or half-moon shape of the furniture’s top.”

“Oh,” Memory said, tapping its top with her fingers. She walked back to the dresser, fascinated by how much the design resembled the cherrywood tiles she’d seen on the ceilings of expensive homes in a magazine she’d thumbed through just the other day. The medallions on it—as well as the ones on the armoire, mirror, and dresser—favored floral rosettes. The furniture was visibly solid. A baby blue chaise longue in front of a white-mantelled fireplace seemed to commandeer attention to the large sitting area.

“We can put my things in here,” Memory said, deciding on the Royale room. “But again, I want to make it perfectly clear that I don’t wish to impose on you or your family. Of all the things I intended today, believe me, this was not one of them.”

Johnnie Mae nodded. “Oh, I know. But as I’ve told you already, you won’t be imposing. You can clearly see for yourself, we have more than enough room here.”

Memory smiled. “I do thank you for this time to, at least, regroup. I still need to decide where I should go and what I should do next.” Memory looked at the French-style telephone on the nightstand. “Would it be okay if I use your phone? I have a calling card, so the long-distance charges won’t be charged back to you.”

“Of course it’s okay. Please make yourself at home. And we have unlimited long distance, so save your calling-card minutes for another time. Feel free to talk as long as you need, to whomever you need.” Johnnie Mae headed toward the door. She stopped and turned around. “Can I get you anything? Something to eat or drink, maybe?”

“No, thank you. I’m good for now. Perhaps after I’m finished here, though.”

“As soon as Pastor Landris gets home, I’ll have him bring up your luggage.”

“Oh, I can get them,” Memory said as she eased down onto the bed. “With four suitcases, it’ll take a few trips, but I’m used to it. I’ve been dragging those bags around for a while. But I really don’t see a reason to bring them up, especially when we’re just going to end up having to take them right back to the car, most likely, later tonight.”

“Nonsense,” Johnnie Mae said. “Pastor Landris will get them. And whether you stay a few hours, a night, or a week, I’m sure there are things in your suitcase you need.”

“Whether I stay or for how long . . . Well, we’ll just have to see about that. But please know that I appreciate you.” She looked around the room once more. “Truly, I do.”

“Again, feel free to call as many people as you need to and talk for as long as you like. When you’re finished, you can come back downstairs to the den. Now, there’s a private bathroom right there,” Johnnie Mae said, pointing to a closed door.

“I was thinking how I might need a map just to find my way around this place.”

Johnnie Mae smiled. “You’ll be fine. I’ll see you downstairs. I’m going to close the door”—she grabbed the door handle—“so you can have your privacy.” She stepped out, shut the door quietly, leaned against it, then released a long, slow sigh.

Johnnie Mae couldn’t help but think this might be a good time to call Sarah. Only she wasn’t sure how much time she’d have before Memory came looking for her. She decided it was best to just wait for Landris to come home. That way, he could keep Memory occupied while she took the time needed to explain everything that was going on to Sarah and whomever else she might have to. Almost two weeks shy of being seven months pregnant, Johnnie Mae waddled slightly as she walked down the winding staircase.

 



Memory picked up the phone. She’d been quietly listening to make sure Johnnie Mae had indeed gone back downstairs. Johnnie Mae had told her it was okay to use their long-distance service, but Memory figured that would likely leave some type of paper trail. She pulled her calling card out from the purse she’d kept securely underneath her arm, pressed the toll-free number to connect her, keyed in her calling-card number, then the number of the person she was dialing, and waited patiently as it began to ring.

“Hi, Sam,” she said with a grin when the familiar voice answered the phone. “It’s me—Memory.”

“Well, it’s about time I finally hear from you,” a deep, scratchy voice replied. “I’ve been worried sick about you. What’s going on? Where are you? Are you all right?”

“Everything’s fine and going according to plan.” Memory glanced around the room. “Well, truthfully, it’s going better than planned. Would you believe I’m at Pastor and Mrs. Landris’s house? That’s if it’s proper to call a mansion a house.”

“You’re kidding,” Sam said.

“Nope. And get this. I had my choice of two of the most gorgeous bedrooms I’ve ever laid eyes on. Of course, you know me. I ended up going with the Royale room. It’s a gorgeous blue. Johnnie Mae says I can stay for as long as I want. Can you believe this?”

“You’re lying, Memory. Stop lying.”

Memory lightly brushed her hand over the baby blue, jacquard satin comforter (half of the bed was covered up with baby blue and dark blue shams as well as geometrically shaped designer pillows). “You know I wouldn’t lie about something like this. I didn’t plan for it to work out this way, but you know what they say about God.”

“Memory, now, I done told you—don’t be playing with God or His name.”

“I ain’t playing. I’m just telling it like it is. God really does work in mysterious ways. Don’t forget, you were the one who reminded me that I’d visited Pastor Landris’s church back in Georgia when I stayed with my daughter and granddaughter that time,” Memory said. “That had to be God. You know how it is when you think you know someone from somewhere but you can’t recall when or where it was or whether it’s just your mind playing tricks on you? Well, that’s how it was when I saw Pastor Landris here. It was you who ended up helping me pinpoint where I’d most likely seen him before.”

“Then I guess you should be thankful for me,” Sam said in between a hard cough.

“Now, you know I appreciate you.” Memory stopped for a second. “And what are you doing for that cold or whatever that is you have? You sound terrible.”

“Oh, I’ll be fine. You’re the one who needs to take care and watch your back.”

“I’m doing that. After that no-good Christopher Harris double-crossed me . . .”

“Memory, don’t go getting your blood pressure all worked up over him again. God is going to take care of that situation one of these days. And you can believe that.”

“Yeah . . . Well, God takes a little too long for me. You of all people know how impatient I can be when it comes to having to wait.”

“So, what happened with that woman you were staying with last we talked?”

Memory got up and walked toward the closet. The phone wasn’t cordless, but the cord was long enough to reach it. She opened the double doors and walked in. The closet was huge. “Arletha was threatening to tell that private detective fellow who’s been following me everywhere that I was at her house. I had to get up out of there in a hurry.”

“Does she know where you are now?”

Memory came out of the closet and closed the doors. “No. Nobody knows, except for you and the Landrises. And they only know me as Elaine Robertson.”

“Well, my lips are zipped. You plan on staying there a little while or what?”

“I don’t know what I’m planning to do at this point. As I said, I wasn’t expecting any of this to happen this way. But now that this opportunity has practically fallen in my lap, maybe I’ll just ride it out and see where it takes me. I just need to think about this a little more, I suppose.”

“Memory, I know I don’t have to tell you this again, but I’m going to say it anyway. You really need to be careful. Take care of yourself. My friend Mabel died the other night. And you know what they say about death—it always comes in threes.”

“Well, don’t you worry none about me. I’ll be careful. Just because I got saved here recently for real, it doesn’t mean I got stupid.”

“You just keep me abreast of what’s going on,” Sam said. “Check in every chance you get, ’cause you know I worry about you when I don’t hear from you every few days.”

“I know. I’m going to get off the phone now. I’ll call you again later and let you know what’s happening on my end. ’Bye, dear.” Memory placed the receiver on its hook, sat down, then grinned as she looked around the room once more. As she relaxed on the stack of pillows behind her, Memory’s grin quickly began to swell into a low, soft chuckle.




Chapter 2

Hope deferred maketh the heart sick, but when the desire cometh, it is a tree of life.

Proverbs 13:12

 


 


 


 


Landris had come home earlier than was normal for him. In fact, he’d been caught off guard by just how blinding the June sun could be if you happened to be facing west between four and five o’clock in the afternoon. As soon as he walked in the house, Johnnie Mae asked him to get Memory’s luggage out of the car and take it to the bedroom her mother generally used. Johnnie Mae, Memory, and Johnnie Mae’s daughter, Princess Rose, were all laughing and talking in the den next to the kitchen when Landris came and joined them.

After Johnnie Mae felt certain Landris had Memory’s full attention, she excused herself and hurried upstairs to her bedroom to call Sarah.

“Don’t be giving me hypotheticals. Bring my child home to me,” Sarah said after Johnnie Mae explained the situation as she perceived it. “Catch a plane first thing in the morning, or if you must drive up, then drive. Just bring my child home to me.”

“Okay, Sarah. But I need to know how much you want me to tell her about who you really are,” Johnnie Mae said.

Going by the name Elaine Robertson, Memory didn’t have a clue Johnnie Mae suspected whom she really was. Then again, Memory didn’t know that most of what she believed to be true regarding her own life was, in fact, not the whole truth. If she was truly the Memory Patterson they were seeking, the world as Memory knew it was about to quickly go from flat to round. Johnnie Mae wasn’t sure she should be the one telling Memory any of this or whether this was truly the best place for it to be done.

“Tell her whatever you need to tell her to convince her to come. Everything, if you have to,” Sarah said.

Johnnie Mae hung up the phone and made her way back downstairs. She walked into the den just as Landris was telling Memory one of his favorite jokes.

“There was a feud between the pastor and the choir director of this church,” Landris said, smiling just a tad. “Now, the first hint of trouble seems to have come when the pastor preached on ‘Dedicating Yourselves to Service’ and the choir director decided the choir should sing ‘I Shall Not Be Moved.’ Of course, the pastor believed the song had merely been a coincidence, so he put it behind him and didn’t think any more about it. The next Sunday, the pastor preached on ‘Giving.’ After that sermon, the choir members squirmed as the choir director led them into the hymn ‘Jesus Paid It All.’ By this time, the good pastor was starting to get a bit upset.” Landris chuckled a little.

“Sunday morning service attendance was beginning to grow as the tension increased between the pastor and the choir director,” Landris continued. “One of the largest crowds the church ever had showed up the next week to hear the sermon, which just happened to be ‘The Sin of Gossiping.’ True to form, the choir director selected ‘I Love to Tell the Story.’ Well, it was on—there was no turning back. The next Sunday, the pastor told the congregation that unless something changed, he was considering resigning. The congregation collectively gasped when the choir director led the choir into ‘Why Not Tonight?’ ” Landris struggled to maintain a serious face. He continued.

“Well, of course no one was surprised when the pastor resigned a week later. He explained to the congregation that Jesus had led him there, and Jesus was leading him away. The choir looked at the choir director, who just couldn’t resist. Jumping to his feet, he joyfully led the congregation into the hymn ‘What a Friend We Have in Jesus.’ ”

Memory started laughing and couldn’t stop. “I’ve never heard that before,” she said, trying to compose herself. “You’re really funny. I didn’t know preachers were allowed to have a sense of humor.”

“Oh, you didn’t?” Landris asked. “Well, the Bible says, ‘A merry heart doeth good like a medicine.’ ” Landris looked at Johnnie Mae, who stood by the couch, beaming.

“Pastor Landris can be quite the funnyman when he wants to be,” Johnnie Mae said. “He’s not stuffy like some preachers can tend to be.”

“So I see,” Memory said. She looked from Johnnie Mae to Pastor Landris and instantly picked up on an unspoken communication between them. “Miss Princess Rose,” Memory began, “you’re in school, huh?”

Princess Rose stood up and began to hop on one foot. “Yes, ma’am,” she said, then hopped on the other foot. “Today was our last day.”

“What grade are you in?”

Johnnie Mae touched Princess Rose to make her stand still. Princess Rose stopped hopping and began to twist her upper body from side to side, causing her two long pigtails to swing the way she loved for them to do. “I’ll be in the first grade, Miss Elaine,” she said, emphasizing the word “first,” “when school starts back.”

“Oh, you will?” Memory said, glancing at Johnnie Mae with a smile, then back over to Princess Rose. “How old does that make you? Five? Six?”

Princess Rose held up one hand, showing all five fingers, and the index finger of her other hand.

“Talk, Princess Rose. You know how to talk,” Johnnie Mae said, looking sternly but lovingly at her daughter.

“Six and a half,” Princess Rose said.

“Then why aren’t you going to the second grade when school starts?” Memory asked.

“Her birthday comes late. She was born in December,” Johnnie Mae said, answering the question for her daughter. “I considered putting her in private school for a few years so she could be in her right-age grade, but I decided against it.”

“Well, I bet you’re really, really smart,” Memory said, looking at Princess Rose.

Princess Rose started to nod, then stopped when she looked at her mother. “Yes, ma’am. I really, really am,” she said with a contagious giggle. “Everybody says so!”

They all laughed.

“M . . . Ms. Elaine,” Johnnie Mae said, having almost slipped and called her Memory, “would you mind if I borrow Pastor Landris for just a few minutes?”

“Of course not,” Memory said, immediately taking a swallow of her iced tea.

“I’m sure you’re past ready for supper,” Johnnie Mae said.

“Oh, no, I’m fine for now. That snack you gave me earlier really did the trick.”

“We’ll only be a few minutes,” Johnnie Mae said with a smile. “I promise.” Landris stood up and they went upstairs to their bedroom.

“Okay. What’s up?” Landris asked as soon as Johnnie Mae closed the door.

“I spoke with Sarah.”

“And—”

“And . . . she wants me to bring Memory to Asheville, North Carolina, tomorrow morning.”

He shook his head. “I don’t know about that, Johnnie Mae. You’re pregnant. I don’t think you need to even be considering anything like that.” Landris stared firmly into her brown eyes. “Just put her on a plane. It’ll be faster that way, anyway.”

“Landris, you know how important this is to Sarah. I’m pretty sure that’s Memory downstairs. What if she decides to run away again?”

“That’s, of course, if the woman downstairs really is her. Has she admitted to you that she is, in fact, Memory?”

Johnnie Mae glanced at the floor for a brief second, then backup. “Well, no.”

“Then you really can’t be certain she’s Memory. And you just may have gotten Sarah’s hopes up for nothing.”

Johnnie Mae looked lovingly into her husband’s hazel-brown eyes as she spoke softly. “I know it’s her, Landris. I can feel it. So can you. I plan on talking with her and finding out once and for all, though.”

“When?”

“As soon as I go back downstairs. I wanted to talk with you first.” Johnnie Mae walked toward the door. “I didn’t want to do anything before talking with you about it. If my suspicions are correct, then Sarah’s long-lost daughter is downstairs in our den at this very moment. Sarah’s been searching everywhere for her. You know this. I can’t take the chance of losing her before the two of them can meet. And if that means I have to drive her to Asheville, North Carolina, myself, then that’s exactly what I’m prepared to do.”

Landris came over and pulled Johnnie Mae into his arms. “Now, you know I’m not going to let you go up to Asheville by yourself. You know that. But first things first. You need to be certain the woman downstairs is really Memory Patterson. So tell me. How are you planning on accomplishing that little feat?”

“Now, that much I’m not so sure about yet. She was telling me things at the church earlier today. I don’t know whether I should see if she’ll tell me on her own who she is, and then I tell her what I know, or whether I should just tell her what I know, and we move on from there. I just don’t know.”

“And precisely how much are you planning on telling her?”

Johnnie Mae grabbed the door handle. “Landris, I truly don’t know. Just pray for me while I do this, okay? Honestly, I haven’t a clue what my plans are from here on out. All I know is that something has to be done. And now is the time. I’m just trusting God.”

“Do you want me there while you talk to her?”

Johnnie Mae released the door handle, tilted her head, and smiled before rising up on the tips of her toes, caressing his face with both hands, then giving him a quick peck on his lips. “No. But if you could keep Princess Rose occupied for me, that would be such a tremendous help. Princess Rose appears to be somewhat smitten with ‘Ms. Elaine,’ and I don’t want any interruptions when she and I begin our talk.”

“Are you sure?” Landris asked. “We both know this is some heavy stuff here.”

“I’m sure. It’s going to be okay,” Johnnie Mae said as she smiled at him.

It was Landris this time who planted a soft kiss on her lips. “Well, whatever you need”—he planted yet another kiss on her lips—“you know I’m here for you.”

She nodded, opened the door, and they walked back downstairs hand in hand.

“Princess Rose, how about you and I go to the game room and watch a little TV on the widescreen,” Landris said as soon as he and Johnnie Mae entered the room. “Or maybe we can play a game. If memory serves, I believe you and I are due for an air-hockey rematch.” Straightway, he noticed how Johnnie Mae’s eyes widened right after the word “memory” came out of his mouth. He touched her hand to put her back at ease.

“I’m just going to beat you again, Daddy Landris,” Princess Rose said, getting up off the couch and skipping toward him. “I don’t know when you’re going to ever learn.”

“Yeah, well, we’ll just have to see about that then, missy, now won’t we?” Landris said with a sly grin. Princess Rose grabbed his hand and started pulling him toward the hallway that led to the downstairs game room.

After the room was quiet, Johnnie Mae went and sat down across from where Memory was sitting at the end section of the U-shaped sectional sofa.

“I suppose you want to finish what you and I were talking about at the church,” Memory said, releasing a deep sigh. “I did say some things that could cause you to be a bit leery of me right now. Especially considering you’ve so graciously opened up your home to me—a perfect stranger, in actuality.”

Johnnie Mae was still unsure of which direction she should take. Should she let Memory tell her the rest of what she had begun at the church and see whether or not she would tell her the whole truth? Or should she admit to Memory up front what she suspected and tell her the things she knew?

Namely that Memory Elaine Patterson, the daughter of Mamie and Willie B. Patterson, was neither Mamie nor Willie B.’s child, but in fact, the daughter of one prominent and extremely wealthy Sarah Elaine Fleming. Johnnie Mae prayed silently.




Chapter 3

He that answereth a matter before he heareth it, it is folly and shame unto him.

Proverbs 18:13

 


 


 


 


“Elaine, back at the church,” Johnnie Mae began, “you were telling me about your family and how you were feeling bad about some things that had happened in your life.”

“Yeah. And you probably think I’m a real jerk or something now.”

“No. No, really I don’t. We just didn’t get to finish the conversation, and there appeared to be more you wanted to tell me.”

Memory looked at her and frowned. “Yeah. There was more. It’s just, now I don’t know if I feel so great about telling you like I did earlier.”

Johnnie Mae pursed her lips, then nodded one time. “And why is that?”

Memory looked around the rather large area. The kitchen and the den were like one big room since nothing divided the two except for their identifying furnishings. In the den was a fireplace, sectional sofa, and glass-top tables (one with tropical fish swimming inside of it), while the kitchen featured a work island, glass-top table, cushioned bench and chairs alongside normal kitchen appliances like the double oven, steel stove, and refrigerator. A sixty-inch, flat-screen television was mounted on the wall in the den that could easily be viewed from practically anywhere a person might happen to be in either of the two areas.

“Look at all this,” Memory said. “You invited me to come and stay in your home. What if something I tell you causes you to believe I’m some horrible person you can’t trust? What then?”

“So you’re considering my offer to stay a while?”

“Let’s just say I’m thinking about at least staying the night. But what if I were to tell you the rest of my story and you decide you want me out of here? Then what do I do?”

“Is that what you think? Is what you’ve done that awful?”

Memory shrugged. “I took something from my own family when they trusted me to do the right thing. What’s to keep you from believing I wouldn’t do something like that to you, too?”

“Elaine, please. Whatever it is you wanted to tell me earlier, I’d really like to hear it now. You need to trust someone other than yourself.”

Memory stood up and began to walk around the room. “Yeah . . . right.” She stopped in front of a painted portrait that hung over the fireplace. She nodded her approval. “Nice painting of you.”

Johnnie Mae glanced at it. “Thanks. Pastor Landris painted that some years ago.”

“He’s a talented man, I see.”

“Yes, he is,” Johnnie Mae said. “But you’re avoiding the subject. Elaine, there are things I need to talk with you about, but first—I need you to come totally clean with me.”

Memory turned around and looked in Johnnie Mae’s eyes. She released a half grin before walking back and sitting down on the sofa.

“You know, don’t you?”

“Know what?”

“Who I am,” Memory said.

“And who might that be?” Johnnie Mae asked.

Memory released another sigh as she shook her head. “Look, I’m tired of running. I’m tired of all the deceit and lies. My name is Memory.” She looked at Johnnie Mae and started to chuckle. “Just what I thought. You’re not the least bit surprised hearing that.”

“No.”

“So who told you, and how much time do I have before they show up to take me away?”

“Memory, I don’t know who you’re talking about is coming to take you away.”

“Some private detective. He’s been looking for me for years, although for the life of me I can’t understand why he’s still following me. He’s definitely relentless. So what was it? Did Arletha Brown call and tell you, and you decided to turn me in, or what?”

“Memory, I don’t know an Arletha, and I’ve not spoken to any private detective.”

Memory laughed and shook her head again. “And I’m supposed to believe that?”

“I’m telling you the truth. Listen, there’s something I need to tell you. I’ve not been totally straight with you myself. I figured out who you were because of things you said to me earlier today during your counseling session.”

“Things I said?” Memory asked, obviously confused.

“Yes. It’s a bit complicated. In fact, if I wasn’t so involved, I’m not sure I would believe it myself,” Johnnie Mae said. She placed her hand on her stomach. Her baby had begun to move what felt to be a bent elbow across her stomach.

Memory’s eyes followed Johnnie Mae’s hand as she rubbed the georgette top that covered her stomach. She sat back against the sofa. “I’m all ears.”

Johnnie Mae readjusted and sat forward. “The truth is, I’ve met your daughter, Lena Patterson, as well as your granddaughter, Theresa Jordan. It was back in 2001.”

“Oh. So you just happen to know Lena and Theresa? From a church in Georgia?”

“Kind of. I don’t know them that well, although we did travel together to Asheville, North Carolina, in October of that same year.”

“Asheville, North Carolina—seems to be a popular town these days. In fact, that’s the place the private detective throws around whenever he leaves a message for me.” Memory reached down and picked up her glass of tea. She swirled the remaining amount around. “I’m sure you want me to believe you’re not working with this man now. But what if you’re merely stalling . . . trying to keep me here until he shows up?”

“Memory, trust me; if I was up to something like that, I sure wouldn’t be having this conversation with you now. We could have continued on with our little charade, and no one would have been the wiser. But there’s more to this story—so much more.”

“Then say what you have to say and be done. I’m a big girl. I can handle it.”

“It’s not whether or not you can handle it. It’s whether or not I should be the one telling it.”

“Look, Johnnie Mae, I appreciate you for having listened to me earlier today. And I especially appreciate you for having opened up your home to me like you did. But realistically, if you know Lena and Theresa and you were hanging out with them back in October of 2001, then I’m sure you know they consider me a thief.” Memory grabbed her purse and stood up. “So if you don’t mind, I think I’ll get my things and be on my way.”

Johnnie Mae struggled to get up off the couch. “Memory, I do know about the Alexandrite necklace, but I can’t let you leave yet.”

“You can’t keep me here against my will.” Memory started out of the room. “I’m going up those stairs, getting my suitcases, and getting out of here while the getting is good.”

“Memory, I’m not trying to keep you here. There’s something I need to tell you.”

Memory continued to walk hurriedly out of the room and toward the staircase.

Johnnie Mae walked as quickly as she could after her. “Memory, wait! There’s something I need to tell you! It’s important.”

Memory trotted up the stairs. Johnnie Mae turned around and looked back in the other direction. Landris was downstairs in the game room. She knew she could make her way to the intercom to call him, but it would take a few minutes for him to get upstairs. As Johnnie Mae started to go back in the den, Memory appeared at the top of the stairs with two pieces of her luggage. She set them down, turned around, and went back, returning shortly with the other two.

“Memory, please don’t try carrying those on your own. You might hurt yourself.” Johnnie Mae started up the stairs.

“You’re pregnant, Johnnie Mae.” She started down the steps with one of the suitcases. “Don’t do anything that might endanger you or your baby. Just let me pass, and I promise I’ll leave your home peaceably. All I want is to get out of here—that’s all. I’m not trying to cause you any trouble, and I would appreciate it if you’d extend me the same courtesy.”

“Where are you trying to go? You don’t even know where you are, so what are you planning to do if you leave here? Wander the streets?”

Memory struggled as she carried the heaviest piece of luggage down first. She huffed and puffed, her body wobbling with each step taken. “Is that why you brought me here? So I could become a prisoner in your home? Did you think I wouldn’t be paying attention enough not to know where I was?” She now stood face to face with Johnnie Mae. “Please let me pass. I don’t want you or your baby to get hurt, okay?”

“I’m not going to let you hurt either of us,” Johnnie Mae said as she moved closer to the side of the wall to be sure she was totally out of Memory’s way.

Memory reached the foyer, set the suitcase down near the door, and hurried back up the stairs to get another one. “In case you want to know,” she said, lifting up the second suitcase, “I do know the address here. You don’t honestly believe I’ve been doing this for this long and don’t know how to take care of myself any better than that, now, do you?” She set it down. “I know what street we’re on, and, yes, I noted the house’s address when you drove in.” Back up the stairs, she picked up the last two suitcases and took them down.

“Memory, please stop. If you’ll just allow me to finish what I’m trying to tell you, this will all make sense. After I finish, if you still want to leave, I’ll drive you wherever you’re trying to go myself. I promise.”

Memory laughed as she once again walked past Johnnie Mae, who had now made her way to the marbled-floor foyer and was standing next to Memory’s other two suitcases. “Yeah, I just bet you will.”

“Why won’t you trust anyone?” Johnnie Mae asked.

Memory set the two suitcases down, twisted her pocketbook from being pushed to her back, straightened up, then shoved her fists into her sides and said, “Because people somehow always manage to let me down, that’s why.”

Johnnie Mae reached out to touch her hand. “Please, I’m begging you. Give me five minutes and let me tell you what’s really going on. Five minutes. Can we please go back in the den and talk?” Johnnie Mae began pressing her hand against her stomach.

“You in pain?” Memory asked.

“No, just feeling a bit uncomfortable at the moment. But I really do need to sit down. I’m certain this will pass, but it’s important that I tell you something.” Johnnie Mae became tired . . . out of breath almost, as she spoke.

Outside, a horn honked twice.

“That’s my ride,” Memory said as she turned and opened the door. “They got here a lot faster than I thought they would. I guess they must have had one already in the vicinity.” A yellow taxi sat in the circular driveway. She beckoned for the driver to come up and help her as she pulled two of the suitcases outside using their rollers.

Johnnie Mae didn’t know what to do at this point. She looked around as though she was searching for something to stop Memory. Spinning back toward Memory, she quickly blurted out, “Mamie Patterson wasn’t your real mother!”

Memory stopped, turned around slowly, and began to frown at Johnnie Mae. “What did you just say?”

Johnnie Mae let out a sigh. “Mamie Patterson wasn’t your biological mother,” she said in a much calmer tone.

The taxi driver took the suitcases and headed for his cab.

“Sir, wait!” Memory called out to him. “Give me a minute, please.” She then looked hard into Johnnie Mae’s now-pleading eyes. “Okay,” Memory said to Johnnie Mae. “Start talking.”




Chapter 4

Rise up, ye women that are at ease; hear My voice, ye careless daughters; give ear unto My speech.

Isaiah 32:9

 


 


 


 


“Well? Does the cat have your tongue?” Memory asked as she patted her foot. “If you have something you want to say, then say it.”

“Memory, I really need to sit down. Honestly, I’m not feeling so well.”

“Maybe you should let Pastor Landris know so he can see about you,” Memory said, clutching her purse strap. “Look, the meter’s running. Tell you what. See ya.”

Johnnie Mae stood straighter. “Mamie Patterson is the woman you grew up believing was your mother. She wasn’t. There’s more to this story, but I can’t tell it standing here like this. I really need to sit down. Why don’t you come inside, and we can go to the den and talk about this in private?”

Memory turned to the taxi driver and told him she wouldn’t need him after all. He set the luggage back in the foyer. She paid him what she owed and came back inside.

Johnnie Mae contemplated, as she closed the door, whether she should go get Landris to come and help her tell Memory. Things were not going as she’d hoped at all.

Memory walked toward the den. “You want to come on so you can start explaining this nonsense you’re spouting off about Mamie not being my real mother?”

“Sure,” Johnnie Mae said, catching up. “Would you care for some more tea first?”

“From what you’re alleging, I’m not sure tea will be strong enough.” Memory walked in and sat down. She held up her glass for Johnnie Mae to refill.

Johnnie Mae went to the kitchen and put crushed ice in both her and Memory’s empty glasses. She then pulled two cans out of the refrigerator and went back into the den area. “Here you go,” she said, handing Memory her glass of ice and one of the cans.

“What’s this?” Memory asked, looking at the yellow can with maroon letters.

“You said you may need something stronger. That’s Buffalo Rock. It’s a type of ginger ale, great for relieving stomach ailments and motion sickness. Personally, I enjoy its stronger-than-normal ginger taste. You have to be careful though; it really is strong.”

“So you believe I’m going to need something for motion sickness, huh? You suspecting it might get a bit turbulent around here?” Memory popped the tin on the cap, then poured the dark-colored liquid into her glass. She took a huge swallow in spite of Johnnie Mae’s previous warning. “Whoa!” she said, shaking her head a few times. “Oh, this ought to do the trick. It has a kick to it, that’s for sure!” She only sipped it this time.

Johnnie Mae rubbed her stomach as she poured the can of Buffalo Rock ginger ale into her glass. Taking only a sip, she shook her head as though she too was attempting to dislodge something inside of it. “Is it okay if I call you Memory?”

“It hasn’t stopped you so far. Memory . . . Elaine . . . Whatever suits you is fine with me. I’d just like for you to get on with it, though. Time’s a-ticking.” Memory pointed at the digital clock on the mantel.

Johnnie Mae took another sip before setting her glass down. “I’d rather this had been handled a different way. Let me begin by admitting that I don’t know everything—”

“Just tell me what you do know,” Memory said with a bit of agitation in her voice.

Johnnie Mae looked seriously at her. “It all started when I met this elderly woman in a nursing home back in 2000. She was living in Selma, Alabama, at the time, but she told me she had originated from Asheville, North Carolina.”

“That’s where I grew up.”

“Yes.” Johnnie Mae nodded as she rocked a little. “I know. Anyway, this woman ended up telling me a tale about how her family had been hiding her away for decades, which was why she happened to be in Alabama. She then asked for my help.”

“And let me guess. She told you she would tell you something important if you would only agree to help her escape that place?”

“Not exactly. She told me about a baby . . . her baby. How she believed her baby hadn’t died as she’d been told when the baby was born. It seems a few villainous members of her family were trying to make her out to be crazy, when, clearly, she was not.” Johnnie Mae leaned forward. “Memory, the woman’s name was Sarah Fleming.”

“I don’t know anybody by the name of Sarah Fleming. In fact, I don’t know anyone with the last name of Fleming at all.”

“Sarah Fleming had a friend named Mamie Patterson.”

“My mother. So she knew Mamie. So what? This Sarah woman knew my mother, and now she’s trying to say my mother wasn’t really my mother just so she can break out of some nursing home. And you fell for that?”

“Memory, Sarah Fleming really is your mother.”

Memory’s body began to shake as she started to laugh. “Yeah, okay. Mamie Patterson, who happened to have had twins, mind you—me and my brother—was not really my mother because some woman you met in an old folks’ home, crazy, but not really crazy according to her own diagnosis, says so.” Memory stood up. “Okay. I’ve given you more than five minutes here. You’ve said your piece. I heard you out. Now, if you don’t mind, I’d like for you or Pastor Landris to take me to the nearest bus station so I can get out of here before I end up going crazy.” She turned and started walking away.

“Memory, that Alexandrite necklace you took from Lena and Theresa. The one that was in the safe-deposit box at the bank—”

Memory stopped, spun around slowly, and stared at Johnnie Mae. She grinned. “Okay. So now we’re finally getting to the real reason that I’m here. There’s no Sarah Fleming. That’s just something you made up to get me confused and disoriented while you try to find out what happened to that necklace.” Feeling a little lightheaded, Memory sat down and began to rub her head. “All right. Let’s just do this and get it over with.”

“Memory, I’m only bringing up the necklace because I want you to see that it’s tied to the truth about your biological mother.”

“Right. And that would be Sarah Fleming.”

“Please, just listen. The necklace was in a box . . . a box with wings etched on it. In fact, the woman who brought it to Mamie . . . when you were younger, the box that housed the contents you believed belonged to you, that was Sarah’s mother—Grace.”

“Man, that private detective is good! So, what else did he tell you?”

“Memory, I haven’t spoken with a private detective. Your mother, Sarah Fleming, has been looking for you since she first learned for sure you were still alive in 2001.”

“Yeah? Let’s see. I’m almost seventy, and that would make her about . . . how old now?”

“I believe she turns ninety this year.”

“And this woman, this Sarah Fleming, who claims to be my mother, is still living?”

“Yes. In fact, I spoke with her a little while ago. She really wants to meet you.”

Memory stood up and walked around. “Sarah Fleming, you say, who is actually my mother, a mother I didn’t even know existed, wants to meet me?”

“I know this is hard, and it’s a lot to spring on you. Believe me, I really didn’t want to do it this way.” Johnnie Mae readjusted her body so it would be easier for her to keep up with Memory’s wanderings.

“And how exactly were you planning on telling me all of this if you hadn’t been forced to do it this way?”

Johnnie Mae relaxed a bit more. “Honestly, I wasn’t sure. I wish I could have just taken you to Asheville and let Sarah and Lena tell you everything.”

She stopped walking. “Lena knows?”

“Yes.”

“And she’s met this Sarah Fleming woman? What am I asking? Of course she’s met her.”

“We all went to Asheville together. That’s another story, but, yes, Lena and Theresa both have met Sarah. In fact, had you been there that day, it would have been five generations together in one place, along with your great-granddaughter.”

Memory came and sat down. “My great-granddaughter.” She smiled as she rubbed her sagging face with her hand. “And this Sarah lady is back in Asheville now? Not Selma?”

“Yes. She’s back in Asheville.”

“And you say you talked with her today?”

Johnnie Mae sat back against the sofa. “I called her this evening to let her know that I suspected you might be her daughter. I needed to know what she wanted me to do in case my suspicions turned out to be correct.”

Memory nodded. “Is she in a nursing home in Asheville?”

“No. She lives in her own house there. I’ve not seen her since 2001, but she’s a remarkable woman, Memory.” Johnnie Mae smiled as she tilted her head. “The two of you have the same gray eyes.” Johnnie Mae took a swallow of ginger ale. “I told her I’d bring you to see her tomorrow. We can drive up. It’s about a six-hour trip from here.”

Memory smiled. “And do I have any say-so about whether I meet her or not?”

“I’m sorry. Forgive me. Of course you do. You’re not a prisoner here. We’re not trying to keep you in order to turn you over to anybody. I would think, though, after learning this news, you’d want to meet the woman who gave birth to you. She certainly has been praying and waiting a long time to meet you.”

Memory took a swig of drink directly from the can this time. “Almost seventy years, according to my calculations. Well, I’ll have to think about this. Obviously, she’s had more time to get used to the idea than I have. But you say I’m not a prisoner here? And I can leave if I want to? So if I get up and walk out right now . . .”

“I’ll not physically try and stop you. I only thought it fair that you know the truth. If you decide to leave or that you don’t want to meet your biological mother, that’s your choice. I just can’t imagine you not wanting to at least meet her,” Johnnie Mae said.

“What if I’d prefer calling her first? Talk to her over the phone before we meet?”

“That would be great! I can give you her phone number.”

“I think I’d like to have it, if you don’t mind. I’m not sure I’ll call her, but if you would give me her phone number, I would appreciate it.”

Johnnie Mae nodded. “It’s upstairs.” She stood up. “I’ll get it for you.”

Johnnie Mae went and retrieved the number. She wrote it down, came back, and handed it to Memory. “I do wish you would call her. I know she’d love hearing your voice. You can talk to her tonight, and tomorrow, if you want, we can go up there so the two of you can meet. I realize I can’t force you to call or to meet her. But Memory, she’s an old woman and as sweet as she can be. She doesn’t have a lot of time left on this earth. I would think you’d want to spend as much of that time with her as possible, now that you know the truth. I know there’s so much more about all of this she can tell you.”

Memory took the number. “Yeah. There’s a lot I still don’t know or understand. I think I’d like to call her now. Is it possible for me to have some time here alone?”

Johnnie Mae touched her hand. “Of course. I’ll go down and see what Landris and Princess Rose are up to. What do you think? Twenty . . . thirty minutes?”

“Twenty’s enough. I don’t mean to put you out. And I’m still not sure what I’m going to do. If I call her, what do I say? But I do think calling is what I should do first.”

“It’s no problem. And you’re not putting me out. The phone’s right there.” Johnnie Mae pointed at the cordless phone. “Sarah will be ecstatic to hear from you.” Johnnie Mae smiled, then left Memory in the room alone.

Memory looked at the number, picked up the phone, dialed, then quickly hung up before it could connect. Opening her purse, she put the paper with the number inside of it. After a few minutes, she opened up her purse again, took out the paper, stared at the number, dialed, then waited—practically holding her breath—as the phone began to ring.
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For Jacob My servant’s sake, and Israel Mine elect, I have even called thee by thy name: I have surnamed thee, though thou hast not known Me.
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Johnnie Mae went downstairs to the game room. Landris rushed over to her as soon as she walked in. “How did it go?” he asked.

“I’m giving her some time to process what I’ve just told her. I think she’s going to give Sarah a call.”

“Daddy Landris, are you gonna play or what?” Princess Rose asked as she placed the hockey puck on the table and stood in position to slam it to her stepfather’s side.

“Honey, why don’t you go and play the arcade machine while Daddy Landris and I talk for a little while?”

“Okay, I’ll go play Ms. Pac-Man or something,” Princess Rose said, shaking her head. She dragged over to the arcade machine, climbed up on the bar stool, and pressed the button to start the game. As the familiar music blasted, Princess Rose began moving the joystick.

Landris and Johnnie Mae went and sat down at the table that also doubled as a checker- and chessboard.

“So, what happened?” Landris asked, leaning in close.

“She admitted she’s Memory. She thought I was working with a private investigator. At first, she didn’t believe me when I told her I wasn’t, nor was I trying to trap her,” Johnnie Mae said.

“She didn’t believe you were being on the up-and-up with her?”

“Not at first. I think she believes me now. I told her a little about Sarah, and we touched momentarily on the Alexandrite necklace.”

Landris retrieved the checkers from inside the drawer of the table and placed them on the surface. “Did she happen to mention what became of the necklace?”

“No,” Johnnie Mae said, pulling out all the black checkers and lining them up on her side of the board.

“Did you even ask her?”

“No.”

Landris stopped and looked at her. “No?”

She widened her eyes and smiled. “No.”

He looked at the checkers on her side. “Why do you always get to have the black checkers first every time we play?”

“Who said we were playing?”

He pointed at her side. “You have your checkers lined up like we are.”

Johnnie Mae leaned in. “I was busying my hands. Is that all right with you?”

Landris set up the red checkers on his side. “Fine. I was merely asking.” After his checkers were in place, he signaled for her to make the first move. “And why are we all down here instead of up there with Memory right now?”

“I’m giving her time to think about what she wants to do, and hopefully to call Sarah. I told her I’d be about twenty minutes, in case she did decide to call and verify what I’ve told her so far.”

“And you told her that Sarah was her real mother?”

“I had to.” Johnnie Mae moved another checker piece after Landris moved. “She was trying to leave, so I had to do something fast. She had a taxi here and had managed to drag her luggage down the stairs.”

“She lugged those bags down the stairs by herself?” Landris jumped her checker and removed it off the board. “She’s pretty tough for an older woman.”

“Yeah. She had to make three trips to do it, unlike you, with your strong muscles, who was able to take the four pieces up in two. I started to come and get you, but I didn’t want to chance her leaving before I was able to tell her about Sarah. I told her enough to get her attention. She knows Mamie wasn’t her biological mother and that Sarah is. She’s aware that we know all about the Alexandrite necklace. I figure when she arrives in Asheville, Sarah will fill her in on whatever else she needs or may want to know.” Johnnie Mae triple jumped his checkers and removed them.

“You’ve been down here for about twenty minutes now. Don’t you want to go back up and check on her?”

“I don’t want her to think we don’t trust her,” Johnnie Mae said. “Let’s give her another five to ten more minutes.”

Landris made a double jump. “Crown me,” he said with a grin.

Johnnie Mae added a checker on top of the checker that was now in the king spot. She glanced at the Wurlitzer jukebox. Landris noticed she was looking at it. He stood, pulled her up next to him, and with his arms wrapped around her, walked her over to it. Locating the song he was searching for, he pressed the corresponding buttons.

“Unwritten,” a song by Natasha Bedingfield, began to play. Princess Rose immediately stopped what she was doing and hopped down off the black swerving bar stool. She began singing the words to the song—a song that was definitely a hit in their house. The entire family loved it. Landris began to twirl both mother and daughter around ever so gently during certain parts of the song. He started “Walking the Floor” with Johnnie Mae, a dance that could be crowned the black waltz. Princess Rose continued to sing her heart out.

When the song ended, all three of them laughed, clapped, and cheered.

Princess Rose jumped up and down. “Play it again, Daddy Landris! Play it again! That’s my song!” She began to sing “I am unwritten” without the music, then said, “I love that song! Oh, please, play it again!”

Johnnie Mae smiled, leaned down, and kissed her daughter on the top of her head. “Another time, sweetheart. We have company upstairs. We don’t want to be rude and leave her alone too long, now, do we?”

Princess Rose lifted her head high and opened her arms in a dramatic fashion. “Then let’s invite Ms. Elaine down here so she can have some fun with the song, too!”

“It’s suppertime. Maybe Ms. Elaine will come down afterward and enjoy the song with us. We’ll see how things go.” Johnnie Mae tapped Princess Rose on her nose and then planted a kiss on it. “All right, let’s go.” She pointed toward the stairs. “March.”

Princess Rose began to step hard in a military-type fashion as instructed, Johnnie Mae followed her, and Landris pulled up the rear.

When they reached the top of the stairs, Johnnie Mae noticed how quiet it was. There was no sign of Memory in the den.

“Where is she?” Princess Rose asked. “Ms. Elaine!” Princess Rose yelled. “Ms. Elaine!”

“Princess Rose, don’t yell like that. She’s probably upstairs. She may be on the phone up there.”

“You want me to run upstairs and get her?” Princess Rose asked, purposely swinging her two plaits from side to side.

“No. You and Daddy Landris go wash up and set the table. I’ll go check on her.”

Landris reached out and caught Johnnie Mae’s hand before she could walk away. He gave her a quick kiss on her cheek.

Johnnie Mae smiled, then continued on. When she reached the bedroom where Memory was staying, she knocked on the closed door. No answer. She knocked again. Still no answer. “Memory . . .?” Johnnie Mae said, knocking louder. “Are you okay?”

Nothing but silence answered her. She opened the door slowly. Still no sign of Memory. Walking over to the bathroom door, she knocked on it. “Memory? Are you in there?” She wasn’t in there, either. Johnnie Mae quickly made her way back downstairs.

“We set the table in the nook area so it would feel a little cozier,” Landris said. He stopped and looked at Johnnie Mae. “What’s wrong? Is everything all right?”

“She’s gone.”

“Gone?”

“Yes. Gone. The bedroom’s empty. She’s not upstairs.”

“Maybe she just stepped outside for some fresh air,” Landris said.

Johnnie Mae thought for a second, then hurriedly walked back into the foyer. Landris followed her. “Why didn’t I see that before?” she said. “Her suitcases are gone. They were right by the door. They’re not upstairs. She’s gone, Landris.” She sighed hard.

“Before you get upset, let’s see whether she left a note or something.”

Searching in the den where Memory was last, neither one of them found a thing.

“I don’t believe this,” Johnnie Mae said, disappointed. “How could she just leave like that without saying a word? What am I going to tell Sarah now?” Johnnie Mae shook her head as she started walking out of the den area.

Landris grabbed her by her shoulders. “Johnnie Mae, it’s not your responsibility. Sarah hired the best people out there to find her, and look—you came closer to getting her to Sarah than any of them have been able to do so far. You did your best. Now, don’t go beating yourself up about it. She may contact us later or just come back on her own.”

Johnnie Mae shook her head again emphatically. “She’s not coming back.” She pulled away from his grasp and continued out of the room.

“What are you going to do?” Landris asked.

“Call Sarah and let her know Memory’s gone. I’m sure this is going to devastate her. We were so close, and I allowed her to slip through my fingers.”

Johnnie Mae walked up the stairs to her room to get Sarah’s number. She sat on her bed then dialed the number.

“Sarah, this is Johnnie Mae. Yes, I know you’re excited about the possibility of finding Memory. Well, I did find her. Memory was here at my house when I spoke with you earlier. But something happened since then. I’m sorry, Sarah. I told her the truth about you, but she must not have believed me, because she left. I am so sorry, Sarah. So very, very sorry. We were so close, and it looks like I ended up letting her get away.”
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