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Chapter 1

“Lillian!” I tore out of the bedroom and flew down the hall as fast as my feet would take me, my heart thudding like a wild thing. “Lillian! I need you.” Swinging past the stairs, I slid into the living room and on through the arch into the dining room. “Where are you? Lillian!”
A pan clattered to the floor in the kitchen as I skidded past the dining-room table. I heard the flap of Lillian’s shoes as she hurried to meet me, shrieking as she ran, “What? What’s the matter?”
Pushing through the swinging door into the kitchen, I ran smack into her on her way out. We both came to an abrupt halt, staring at each other, our mouths open. She grabbed my arms and yelled in my ear, “What’s the matter? What’s the matter?”
“Oh, Lillian, they’re gone,” I gasped, clinging to her for fear I would fall. I was in such a state that I could hardly get the words out. “They were here the other day, I mean, yesterday, I think, but now they’re not. I can’t find them anywhere, Lillian, and I’ve looked and looked everywhere, under and over everything, and they’re just…gone.” The breath rasped in my throat as I trembled against her. “Both of them.”
She took me by the shoulders, put her face up close to mine, and studied me intently. Then a funny look swept across her face as she put her arm around me. “You come on over here, Miss Julia, honey, an’ set yo’self down. You feel better when you rest awhile, see if you don’t.”
I let her lead me to a chair, but I didn’t feel any better for it. I was so done in that it was all I could do to catch my breath. “Oh, Lillian, what am I going to do? I’ve looked everywhere.”
“Now don’t you worry,” she said, patting my back. “You jus’ havin’ a little spell an’ it be over pretty soon. How ’bout I fix you some hot chocolate? Something to warm you up? See there, now,” she crooned, “you feelin’ better already. You jus’ forget for a minute, but I bet you recollect everything if you think about it.”
“No, I won’t,” I said, shaking my head. “I’ve already gone over and over it, and they’re just not here.”
“I know, honey, but it be all right. Mr. Sam, he be back ’fore you know it, and Miss Hazel Marie, too. They won’t be gone long, and they be comin’ in the door ’fore you turn around good. You ’member now?”
I sprang from the chair, staring at her with my mouth open. “What in the world are you talking about? I know Sam’s coming back, and I know Hazel Marie is, too. I’ve not lost my mind, Lillian, and I’m not having a spell, little or otherwise. And futhermore, I know that good-for-nothing Mr. Pickens is with Hazel Marie, in spite of their efforts to keep it from me.” I took two paces, then spun back around, my arms flying wide as I wailed, “And wouldn’t you know he’d be gone just when I need him!”
Lillian squinched up her eyes and gave me a careful going-over. “I might oughta call the doctor. You need something to settle you down.”
“I don’t need a doctor or any hot chocolate. I need Mr. Pickens or the police or the sheriff or Deputy, I mean Sergeant, Coleman Bates or somebody!” I clasped my head in my hands, trying to make her understand. “Don’t look at me like that, Lillian. I’m not sick, and my faculties are working just fine, and when I say they’re gone, I mean they’re gone.”
“See,” Lillian said, reaching out for me. “You gettin’ yo’self all worked up again.”
I flapped her hand away, not wanting any well-meant soothing. “You’d be worked up, too, if your rings had all of a sudden disappeared.”
“What rings? I don’t have no rings.”
“I’m talking about my wedding band and…” I had to stop a moment to quell the tightening in my chest. “…and my engagement ring! The one Sam gave me that is almost an exact replica of Princess Diana’s, only mine is better and can’t be replaced. Oh, Lillian,” I cried, as the tears welled up, “my precious rings are gone, and I know they were here yesterday, and now I can’t find them anywhere.”


Chapter 2

Exactly one day before I made that awful discovery, I’d stood shivering in the open door of my house, bidding the last of my guests good-bye as they strolled across the porch and down the front walk. Clutching their coats in the bitter cold, they’d laughed and chatted as the wind swirled through their carefully done hair. I’d lingered in the doorway, wishing they’d hurry and be gone because I was freezing to death. LuAnne Conover, my friend for many years, had broken away from three other guests when she reached the row of boxwoods that bordered the lawn, and had turned to wave at me as she opened her car door.
To tell the truth, I’d been ready for them to leave thirty minutes earlier. Ordinarily, I would have been pleased that they’d enjoyed themselves enough to overstay their welcome, but two hours of chitchat is about all I can take at one time. Now that they were leaving, though, a wave of dread swept over me as I watched and waved at the several groups of well-dressed women talking and laughing together on their way to the cars parked along the curb.
Sighing, I closed the door and turned to the living room, where used coffee cups and saucers sat abandoned on occasional tables. One set had been left on the floor beside the Hepplewhite chair—wonder who’d done that? I’d used my second-best Spode china, the Buttercup pattern, because the yellow flowers are so cheerful, and the saucers are curved enough to keep cups from sliding off.
I glanced across the room at more evidence of departed guests. Linen napkins, some with lipstick stains, had been left crumpled on chair arms. And the chairs themselves had been moved just that little bit out of line, as tends to happen when people gather to visit and share the latest news. The dining room table held the remains of my offerings—half-filled trays of fruit and finger sandwiches and coffee cake, along with cooling pots of tea and coffee. Crumbs littered the polished mahogany under the centerpiece that I’d paid a fortune for. Fresh flowers are costly in the middle of January, but they add an air of festivity to a party so I hadn’t begrudged the expense.
I carefully picked up a cup and saucer from the lamp table by the sofa, hoping my hand wouldn’t give out on me. Having begun to suffer a few aches and twinges in the joints of my fingers lately, as well as a little swelling, I’d finally broken down and gone in to see Dr. Hargrove. After pulling and prodding my sore digits, he told me I had some localized arthritis, although not enough to worry about. But he couldn’t leave it at that. He had to go on and say that a little arthritis here and there was only to be expected at my age.
I don’t know why I keep going to him. I know exactly what he’s going to tell me. It doesn’t matter what my complaint is, it’s always caused by age. The man has an obsession, that’s all there is to it.
Standing there with one cup and saucer in my hand, I looked around again at the remnants of my party. One thing was certain—inviting twenty-five of my closest friends for morning coffee had not lifted my spirits as I’d hoped it would.
I’d made my plans and issued my invitations two weeks before, when I’d realized that I was going to need something not only to do but to look forward to. This little get-together was meant to take my mind off those who were gone. Yet now that the party was over and done with, I realized that it had only reinforced the emptiness of the house.
I picked up another cup and saucer and with my hands full, walked into the kitchen, where at least Lillian remained with me.
“They’re gone,” I said, putting the china on the counter.
Lillian wiped the coffeepot dry and put it back in the corner out of the way. “I figured, else you wouldn’t be bringin’ them things in here. Them ladies enjoy theyselves?”
“I think so. At least they stayed long enough.” I tapped my fingers on the counter, wondering what to do with myself for the rest of the day. “I declare, Lillian, I don’t know how I’m going to get through this. It’s only been a few days, and already I’m floundering around like I’ve never been alone before.” I couldn’t admit, even to her, the other matter that was bothering me.
“Why don’t you have another party? That take yo’ mind off of it, ’cause you have something to do and won’t be lookin’ for something else.”
“I don’t want to have another party. This one didn’t help matters, so what’s the use of trying again? Besides, I’m tired of hearing the same old stories and listening to the same old gossip told and retold.”
“Them ladies didn’t come up with nothin’ new?” Lillian smiled, trying to tease me out of my mood. “They’s us’ally something goin’ on ’round town to talk about.”
“Not lately, apparently. Or if there is, nobody’s heard it yet. Oh, Dub and Clara and her electrician are still a source of interest, but not to me. I could care less who’s living with who. Or whom.”
Lillian narrowed her eyes at me. “That don’t sound like you. You better perk yo’self up ’fore Lloyd get home from school. He see you mopin’ ’round, he start in doin’ it, too.”
“I know. And I will. But, to tell you the truth, I just don’t know what to do with myself.”
“Well, I give you something. Come on and he’p me pick up in yonder. I got to get them leftovers in the frigidaire.”
I followed her into the dining room, and we began to clear the table.
“These sandwiches were lovely, Lillian,” I said. “You can see there’s only a few left. Why don’t you have them for lunch?”
“They’s enough for me and you, ’less you already eat some an’ don’t want no more.”
“I had one or two, and they were good. But I’ve had my fill of cream cheese and nuts, and cream cheese and pineapple, and cream cheese and cucumber.”
Lillian picked up a large silver tray and headed for the kitchen, shaking her head. “Don’t nothin’ please you when you get like this.”
“Well, I can’t help it.” I followed, carrying the silver coffeepot and teapot and a handful of used napkins. “I didn’t know it’d be so lonesome, and I could just sit down and cry.” So I put the pots on the counter and sat at the kitchen table, where I dropped the napkins to await washing. But in spite of my dejected spirits I couldn’t work up a tear. Which was well and good, because there’s nothing worse than a mature woman allowing herself to fall apart.
Lillian put the tray next to the sink and came to sit across from me. “You better git hol’ of yo’self and set yo’ mind on something else. Tell me what them ladies say ’bout Miss Hazel Marie’s room. I hear ’em going up an’ down the stairs carryin’ on an’ on ’bout her decoratin’.”
I had to smile. “Oh, they loved her room, and of course Opal Nixon was just beaming. I’m glad I invited her, even though Hazel Marie wasn’t here to get her share of compliments.” Opal Nixon was the decorator Hazel Marie had engaged to help her redo her upstairs bedroom. They’d done it in pink with gold accents, which didn’t reflect my taste, but it had impressed any number of my guests. Opal would undoubtedly get some decorating commissions from the morning’s viewing, and I hoped she remembered who to thank for it.
“And,” I went on, “everybody had to see mine and Sam’s room, too, although it doesn’t come anywhere near the opulence of Hazel Marie’s. Have you ever noticed how interested people are in other people’s sleeping arrangements?” When Sam and I married, Hazel Marie had moved out of her large bedroom downstairs and taken the upstairs room that I’d once shared with Wesley Lloyd Springer, my first and now-deceased husband and her, well, whatever he was. Hazel Marie had never said anything, but I was sure that her decorating fit was an effort to erase any reminder of Wesley Lloyd from the room. Not that there’d been any reminders left, since I’d occupied it alone for a few years and had done all the erasing I could think of.
“I declare,” I said, picking up where I’d left off, “I think every woman here this morning made the trek to both rooms. I know LuAnne Conover went upstairs twice, she was so taken with all that pink. Then she asked me if I thought Leonard would like a pink bedroom.” I laughed at the thought of LuAnne’s morose husband ensconced in a pink silk, satin, and velvet bedroom similar to Hazel Marie’s. “Now, why in the world would I know what he’d like? As far as I can tell, Leonard Conover wouldn’t know the difference between a bed at the Ritz-Carlton and a cot in an army tent.”
“Well, me neither, since I never been in either one. But that’s something you can do,” Lillian said. “Why don’t you get Miss Opal to fix up yo’ room?”
“Lord, Lillian, I wouldn’t let her get within a mile of that room. Her ideas are too fancy for me.”
“Well, you could do it yo’ own self. That give you something to do, wouldn’t it?”
I nodded. “It would, if it was something I wanted to do.” I propped my elbow on the table and leaned my head on my hand. “Oh, Lillian, I am just heartsick with loneliness, and about half-mad, too. I feel as if I’ve been abandoned, and don’t think that everybody else didn’t think the same. Nobody would come right out and say so, of course, but they were so concerned and pitying. I’m sure they thought all was not well with Sam and me.” I rubbed my forehead, trying to forestall a headache. “I didn’t know it’d be this bad, so how in the world am I going to get through two more weeks?”
“Too late to be moanin’ now, ’cause you coulda done something about it.”
“Yes, and it’s a little late to be reminding me of it, too.” I had to clear my throat before going on. “You want to know what the ladies talked about this morning? Well, I’ll tell you. They whispered about Sam going off and leaving me hardly six months after our wedding. Among themselves, not to my face, but I knew. And they wanted to know how I’m taking it, and they wanted to know where Hazel Marie is and who she’s with and why she went off, and why I’m here all by myself with just you and Little Lloyd. And it was such an effort to put a good face on it all and try to pretend that I don’t mind that my husband of less than a year is halfway around the world all by himself.” I wiped my eyes with somebody’s napkin. “And of course, they wanted to know why I didn’t go with him, or at least with Hazel Marie.”
“Well,” Lillian said, not as sympathetically as I would’ve liked, “that’s what I want to know. Why didn’t you?”
I sniffed. “I haven’t lost a thing in Mexico, and certainly not in Russia. I wouldn’t go flying off to either one for all the tea in China.”


Chapter 3

“That’s what you keep on sayin’,” Lillian said. “So you got no call to be moanin’ ’bout it now.” Lillian heaved herself out of the chair, sighing as she did so. “Well, lemme get up from here an’ get busy. Them plates an’ things not gonna wash theyselves.”
“They’re not going anywhere, either.” I reached across the table to forestall her. “Stay and talk to me. I want you to know that I might’ve reconsidered if I’d realized that Sam and Hazel Marie would both be gone at the same time. It just did not occur to me to check the dates. I mean, who would’ve thought that she’d win a trip to Mexico at the same time that Sam was going to Russia? I knew when he was going, because he’d made his plans a long time ago, way before either of us thought of getting married. But I never dreamed that Hazel Marie would sign her name to some raffle ticket in a store and actually end up winning a trip. And at the exact same time.”
“You got to think about them things,” Lillian said, offering not one iota of sympathy. “An’ both of ’em wanted you to go with ’em. You know they did. They begged and pleaded, but would you do it? No, sir, you wouldn’t.”
“Well, even if I’d wanted to go with Sam, I couldn’t have gotten on the same tour. Those things are planned down to the last detail long before they actually leave, and I happen to know that his tour was full. It would’ve changed all his plans if I’d decided to go at the last minute. And you know how he was looking forward to seeing all the sights in Russia—the Hermitage and the palaces and the churches with those Oriental domes and things. And you know what that sweet man did? He offered to back out and not go at all, but I couldn’t let him do that. I mean, he’d already paid his money and everything.” I wiped my hand across my face and sat up straighter. “So it’s only two more weeks and surely I can manage without him for that length of time. I did fairly well without him before this.”
“Well, it diffrunt once he be a husband an’ then go off.”
“That’s the truth. And I guess that’s why I’m so done in now. I just didn’t realize how much I’d miss him. If we weren’t married, I’d still miss him. I know that, but I don’t think I’d feel as lost as I do now. Marriage does strange things to you, Lillian.”
She laughed. “Don’t nobody know that better’n me, which is why it don’t figure in my plans no more. But I miss Mr. Sam, too. He the nicest man, an’ no trouble at all to have around. But you don’t have no excuse for not goin’ with Miss Hazel Marie. You know she wanted you to.”
“Yes, and she probably meant it,” I said, nodding. “At the time, that is. Now, Lillian, don’t say anything about this, but I will bet you money that if we called Mr. Pickens we wouldn’t find him. Because I think he’s with her. Why else would she extend the one week she won to two?”
“How you know that? She didn’t say nothin’ ’bout him goin’.”
“Well, of course she wouldn’t. Hazel Marie’s not one to go around telling everything she knows.” I stopped and considered what I’d just said. “Well, actually, she is, but she’s picked up some self-restraint since she’s been with us. So she wouldn’t say anything, knowing how I feel about them not being married and all. But do you think she’d have been so excited if she’d been going to a foreign country all by herself? No, she wouldn’t. She’d have been scared to death, and probably wouldn’t even have gone. You know how she is, and at heart she’s just a little country girl and would no more fly off to some Mexican beach resort on her own without any tour group or anything than she’d, well, fly.”
“You took her to the airport, didn’t you? Did you see Mr. Pickens steppin’ on that airplane with her?”
“No, but she had to change in Atlanta, and I’ll bet you anything he was there waiting for her.”
“I’m not no bettin’ woman, an’ you not, either.”
“Well, I’m just saying,” I said.
“’Sides, even if you right, it’s her business. An’ his, I guess, if they want to go off on a vacation. You ought not be settin’ up to do no judgin’, ’cause least they go outta town to do it.”
“Lord, Lillian, I’m not judging anybody. For all I know, they’re staying in separate rooms, but far be it from me to speculate about that. Fact of the matter, I’m glad he’s with her. I’d really be worried if she was off by herself. At least he’ll look after her and not let her get involved with some smooth-talking foreigner who’d take one look at her in that skimpy bathing suit I couldn’t believe she bought, and, well, you know what could happen then.”
“That’s what I been tellin’ you. She be safe with Mr. Pickens, so you ought to be thankin’ him ’stead of moanin’ ’bout him.”
“I am not moaning,” I said with some asperity. “What I’m doing is explaining why I didn’t go with her or with Sam. My presence would’ve spoiled everything. Sam and I would’ve had to tour Russia alone since the group was full, and can you see us trying to get around in all that snow by ourselves? And how much would Hazel Marie and Mr. Pickens enjoy Mexico if I’d been tagging along? Talk about your fifth wheel.”
“Yessum, I ’spect you done the right thing to stay home. But that don’t mean you got to set here whinin’ an’ feelin’ sorry for yo’self. You got to git over that an’ be glad they havin’ a good time.”
“I’m not whining, and I’m not feeling sorry for myself. At least not much. I just didn’t realize how badly I’d miss them. It surprises me, because you’d think I’d be able to entertain myself for a few weeks. I did it long enough after Mr. Springer’s passing to know how to do it.” I stopped and considered my first husband’s passing and my entrance into the world of business and high finance when Little Lloyd and I had inherited his estate.
“Of course, I didn’t have to put up with missing him like I miss Sam. Well,” I went on, “I’d better not get into that. You need your lunch, Lillian. Let’s finish clearing up so you can eat.”
“Don’t you want nothin’?”
“Goodness, no. I’ve been snacking all morning.” I started out of the kitchen to finish bringing in the remains of the party. Upon consideration, though, I turned and said, “Well, maybe a cup of soup would hit the spot. And a salad from that leftover fruit. But eat up everything, Lillian, you know it won’t keep.”
We made several trips from the living and dining rooms, bringing in trays and china and silver to stack on the kitchen counter. On my last trip, I had a sudden inspiration.
“I know what I’ll do today,” I said. “When Little Lloyd gets home, I’ll take him shopping.”
“Oh, he enjoy that,” Lillian said with a slight roll of her eyes.
“Well, it seems to work for Hazel Marie. No matter what kind of mood she’s in, shopping is the answer. So I think I’ll try it. Besides, Little Lloyd said he needs some new tennis shoes, and it’ll get us out of the house. We can go over to that new mall near Asheville and make an afternoon of it.”
Lillian looked up from the pan of soup she was stirring. Then she looked back down. “If you ast me, I think it ’bout time for all us to stop callin’ Little Lloyd ‘Little.’ He gettin’ to be a big boy now, an’ a baby name don’t suit him no more.”
“Why, Lillian, that’s not a baby name. It’s just a normal way of doing things, and lots of people’re called ‘Little’ something or another all their lives. Why, think of Dora Benning—you know, her husband has that insurance agency? Her daughter is known as Little Dora and ever since that child was born her mother’s been called Big Dora.”
“Yessum, an’ I bet she don’t like it, neither.”
“Well, she has put on a little weight, but nobody thinks about that. They just call her Big Dora because she’s the oldest and the first one with that name. It’s just habit.” I gathered the soiled napkins and walked into the laundry room. I dumped them onto the washing machine and went back into the kitchen. “But, you know, Lillian, there’s not a reason in the world to continue calling Little Lloyd ‘Little.’ I mean, it’s not as if we need to distinguish him from his father who’s dead and he’s not. Who would ever mix them up? Besides, when Lit…, I mean, when Lloyd comes of age, it won’t do to have ‘Little’ tacked on to his name. How would it look when he’s managing money and property, and dealing with lawyers, and making a real name for himself in this town? Maybe in the whole state and beyond? Why, nobody would take him seriously.”
“You don’t have to tell me,” Lillian said, putting the soup and salad on the table. “Now, come on over here an’ eat.”
“Thank you, Lillian, and I appreciate your calling this matter to my attention. From now on, it’ll be Lloyd, and Lloyd alone.” I sat at the table and picked up the soup spoon. “If I can remember.”
“Well, I call something else to yo’ attention, if you a mind to hear it,” Lillian said, as she began to run water in the sink to hand-wash cups and saucers. We never put my good china and silver in the dishwasher.
“I’m always interested in what you have to say,” I said, stabbing a chunk of pineapple with my fork. “This salad dressing is delicious, Lillian. Is it your poppy seed dressing?”
“No’m, it’s sto’-bought, but it ’bout as good as homemade.”
“I thought it was yours.” I continued to eat while Lillian made short work of washing the Spode. “Well, go ahead. What else do you want to call to my attention?”
She flicked soapy water from her hands over the sink, then dried them with a towel. I thought for a minute that she wasn’t going to answer me, but then she turned around and leaned on the counter, facing me.
“I know it not my place to say this to you, but I don’t wonder them ladies talk about you and Mr. Sam. You let him go off here, there, and yonder all by hisself, an’ I know he not the kind to get in trouble on his lonesome, but they’s lotsa women on the loose jus’ lookin’ for a fine man like him. An’ since I done started, I might as well finish it up. Look like to me you ought to treat that good man better’n you do.”
I let my fork drop onto the salad, stunned that anyone would presume to tell me how I should conduct myself, especially in matters matrimonial. Then I laughed, trying to pass it off. “Well, Lord, Lillian, if I thought I needed advice on that subject, I’d go to a professional. But you don’t see me making an appointment, do you?”
“Maybe you think I’m meddlin’,” Lillian said without cracking a smile, and I quickly sobered up. “But I know how you was when you thought somebody be after Mr. Sam, an’ you not even close to married then. What it be like if somebody come after him now? All I’m sayin’ is you ought to change yo’ ways an’ be nice to him.”
“I am nice to him! When am I not?” I stopped then, recalling a number of times when my sharp tongue had gotten the best of me. “Besides,” I mumbled, “he likes it.”
“He don’t like goin’ off by hisself, I know he don’t. A man want his wife with him, I don’t care where he go, ’specially when he beg her to.”
“Well,” I said, somewhat defensively, “lots of people do it these days. Take separate vacations, I mean. Besides, I might want to go off on my own sometime, too. You never know.”
“Well, I guess you know what you doin’, but he might get tired of it, too. Then you be stompin’ an’ stormin’ ’round here, worriet to death ’bout who be after him.”
“Why, when do I ever stomp and storm around? I declare, Lillian, I am the most easygoing woman in this town, and you know it.”
“Yessum, I guess so, but I’m jus’ sayin’.”


Chapter 4

When Lloyd, as I made a conscious effort to call him, came home from school that day, we began preparing for a trip to the mall. He didn’t seem especially thrilled with the prospect, but he was his usual amiable self and didn’t complain.
“Now, Lillian,” I said, as I put on my coat and checked my pocketbook to be sure I had all the necessities, “you take the afternoon off, too. There’s no need for you to sit around here all day. You can pick up Latisha early, and…I can’t find my car keys. I must’ve left them in the bedroom.” I started out of the kitchen, but kept on talking. “I mean it, Lillian, I want you out of here. Lloyd and I will get supper at the mall. Maybe even go to a show, so we’ll be late.”
“Well, that be the case, I think I will. Latisha love to be picked up early. She get tired of that after-school program.” Lillian headed for the pantry to get her coat, shaking her head at the thought of her great-granddaughter who’d come for a visit and stayed for the duration. “You gonna lock up, or you want me to?”
I stuck my head back through the dining room door. “I will, since Lloyd’s not ready yet. You run on, and I’ll see you tomorrow.”
“If I any shape to get here,” she mumbled from the pantry. “Latisha stay wide open all the time.”
I stopped at the foot of the stairs and called up to Lloyd. “You about ready?”
“Yessum, I’m coming,” he called back.
I smiled, beginning to look forward to spending a few hours in his company. He was getting on in age, about to hit his teens, and everybody says that’s when you begin to lose a child. They say that’s when children begin to close themselves off and stop listening to good advice. I didn’t intend to let that happen. Whenever I had the opportunity, I discussed with him the duties and responsibilities of inherited wealth, telling him where certain funds were invested and what properties he owned—or would, when he came of age—and I’d never had any problem at all holding his attention.
“I’m ready, Miss Julia,” he called, as I heard the clatter of his footsteps coming down the stairs.
Snatching up the keys from my dresser, I thought to myself that a trip to the mall might not have been one of my better ideas. The only redeeming factor was having the time with Lloyd and, of course, filling up the day. I didn’t enjoy shopping all that much—when I need something, I call and have it delivered—but an afternoon of looking for shoes and into store windows and having a meal out and maybe taking in a picture show, if anything tasteful was on, should pass the time fairly pleasantly. And I needed a pleasant pastime since Lillian had brought me up short by criticizing my treatment of Sam. The whole discussion had been burdening my soul, adding another worry to all the others I had. I wouldn’t admit it to Lillian, but as soon as Sam got home, I was determined to bend over backward to treat him nicer. Whatever that meant.
…
We wandered around the mall and through a few shops, stopping now and then to discuss an item of merchandise. As we strolled along, dodging shoppers as we went, Lloyd suddenly darted toward a store.
“There they are,” he said, pointing at a window display in a sporting-goods store. “That’s what I’m looking for. See, they’re Adidas Samba Indoor Soccer Shoes.”
“My goodness,” I said, impressed with the information. Then realizing what he’d said, my heart lifted. “Does that mean you’re going to try out for the soccer team again?”
“I’m thinking about it,” he said. “You know, if at first you don’t succeed. And so on.” He grinned as he teased me with what I’d said to him so often.
The store was filled with what seemed to be every kind of tennie pump known to man, and I couldn’t distinguish one kind from the other. But he told the salesman exactly what he wanted and only had to try on three pairs to find the right size. Children’s feet grow out of proportion to the rest of them, you know. I sat back and watched as the salesman offered pair after pair, as Lloyd stood up and wiggled his toes in each one. Finally, he gave me a smile that barely hid his pleasure. “These feel good,” he said as he admired himself in a mirror, “and just what I wanted.”
I was careful to keep my opinion to myself, but I’m here to tell you that those shoes looked like twin boats on his feet.
He wore the new pair out of the store, the old ones in a sack under his arm. “Miss Julia,” he said as we braved the crowds again, “I wish you’d get some tennis shoes. Let’s go back, so you can try some on.”
I laughed. “Can’t you just see me in a pair of tennis shoes? No sir, I’ll stick to my Red Cross oxfords and Naturalizer pumps.” We sidestepped away from a woman pushing a baby stroller. “There’re two things I intend to steer clear of: blue jeans and clunky tennis shoes. They’re unseemly for someone of my age.”
He grinned up at me. “Okay, but I think you’d like ’em. You can really flit around in them.”
“My flitting days are over. Are you hungry?”
“Oh, man, I’ve been hungry. Where’re we going to eat?”
As it happened, we were near a cafeteria in one of the side halls of the mall and decided to have our supper there. I much prefer to be seated and served, but Lloyd considered it a treat so we pushed trays and filled them from a steam table. You’d think he’d get enough of that in the school cafeteria, but he told me the school didn’t have much of a selection.
By the time we finished our meal, I was ready to go home. My feet felt as if I’d walked ten miles around that mall, and I may well have, for Lloyd was interested in seeing everything.
“Miss Julia,” he said, as we walked out of the cafeteria, “there’s a good movie on right here. If you want to see it, we won’t even have to move the car.”
“What’s it about?” You can’t be too careful these days, especially when the television is even showing commercials about all kinds of intimate matters. And so-called comedy actors come right out and say things over the airways about human anatomy that I wouldn’t say in my sleep.
“It’s about a Little League baseball team, and it’s supposed to be funny.”
That sounded harmless enough, so we went. But let me tell you, it was not funny to me. I’d never heard such language in my life, and after being subjected to it for about ten minutes, I grabbed Lloyd’s hand and left. But not before giving an usher we happened to meet on our way out a piece of my mind.
After we’d traversed the windy parking lot and got into the car, I had a few second thoughts about my tirade. “I hope I didn’t embarrass you, Lloyd, but lines have to be drawn.” I turned on the ignition and carefully backed out, dreading the trip home in the dark. It was a sign of the desperate need to distract myself that I’d been willing to risk driving at night in the first place.
As we drove down the wide street that would lead to the interstate, I continued my explanation. “I have long held the firm belief that the language we use reveals our inner selves, and you and I are not foulmouthed people who can’t express themselves in correct and decent English.”
“No, ma’am, you didn’t embarrass me.” His grin flashed in the headlights of an approaching car. “But I’ll have to say that you used such correct and decent English to that usher that I’m not sure he understood a word you said.” Then he laughed out loud. “You blessed him out good and he didn’t even know it.”
I laughed, too, and said, “Maybe he’ll figure it out one of these days.”

I never liked going into a dark house, and the one small light I’d left on over the kitchen stove only made the house seem lonelier. But having someone with you, even if it is a child, makes it somewhat easier. For one thing, you have to pretend you aren’t afraid, and that, in itself, gives you some backbone. At least, I was trying to act as if it did.
I led the way in, unlocking the door and quickly switching on the overhead lights. The house seemed to be just as we’d left it, and I made sure of that by turning on lights and looking into every room, all the time chattering away to Lloyd, trying to cover my nervousness with conversation.
“It’s late, Lloyd,” I said, standing with him in the upstairs hall after my house search. “We should be in bed.”
“Yessum, but I have to look over a Social Studies chapter first.”
“Well, don’t be long.” I walked around upstairs turning off the lights I’d just turned on in Hazel Marie’s room and in the room Deputy, now Sergeant, Bates used to rent. Going back downstairs, I recalled how comforting it had been to have Coleman Bates in the house. There’s nothing more reassuring than having a sheriff’s deputy living under your roof. But now he was both a husband and a father, and no longer around to provide me with protection and security.
I turned off the lights in the kitchen and the living room, pausing to check that the doors were locked. I was tempted to leave a few lights on, but resisted the urge since I didn’t want Lloyd to know how edgy I was. Actually, I wasn’t just edgy. I was downright scared, even more so than usual.
And that had been a good bit of my problem with the loneliness I’d complained to Lillian about—a big, half-empty house at night is a spooky place. Even though it looked the same, it didn’t feel the same. I had kept my dread of the nights to myself, though, because I’m a grown woman, for goodness’ sake, and old enough not to give in to foolish fears. Or at least, old enough not to tell anybody about them.
But the fact of the matter was, I hadn’t slept a wink since Sam and Hazel Marie had been gone. Lying in bed alone and wide awake, I listened for every creak and thump in the house, picturing dark, hooded prowlers creeping along the hall, bent on carrying out terrible acts of mayhem and bodily harm.
Each night I had considered closing my bedroom door and pushing a chair, or maybe two, against it to give me a few minutes’ grace if someone was already in the house. I couldn’t do it, though, because I needed to be able to hear Lloyd if sneak thieves went to his room first. So I left the door open and went quietly to my closet. I searched in the far corner, moving clothes around, until I found Lloyd’s old baseball bat. I declare, you have to hide everything from Lillian. When she gets into a cleaning frenzy, nothing will be where you left it.
I laid the bat under the bed on my side, right near the edge so I could quickly reach down and get it. I didn’t know how much good a bat would do me, since it was a stubby little one, but any kind of weapon is reassuring when you’re as scared as I was.
I undressed then and got into bed. Removing my watch, I laid it on the bedside table and clicked off the lamp. I turned on my side so I could watch the open door, expecting any minute to see a stealthy shadow lunge into the room. How in the world I was going to get through another wakeful night, I didn’t know.

But I did, and there’s nothing more welcome than the light of day when every minute of the nighttime is fraught with terror. I hid the baseball bat in the closet again and hurried to the kitchen. After getting Lloyd off to school and having a second cup of coffee with Lillian, I returned to the bedroom to finish dressing, promising myself that I would take a nap later on. That would have to wait until the afternoon, though, for I knew everybody would be calling this morning to thank me for the lovely party.
After doing a little something with my face and hair, I put on the garnet wool dress that Hazel Marie said looked so good with my coloring. Then I looked at my hands, pleased that the little swelling around the knuckles had gone down.
Brushing off the shoulders of my dress, I took one last look in the mirror, then walked over to the bedside table where I’d left my watch before retiring. I clasped the watch on my wrist, then with a sudden stab of fear, I stopped. Hurrying back to the dresser, I leaned over it, scanning across the top. Quickly moving perfume bottles, hairbrush, comb, and hand mirror, I searched frantically, my hands scrambling over and under the dresser scarf.
The breath rasping in my throat, I knelt down, knees creaking with the strain, and looked under, around, and behind the dresser. I could feel my heart thumping in my breast, as panic nearly overwhelmed me.
“Oh, my Lord,” I gasped, running my hand back and forth under the dresser. “They’re not here. Oh, my goodness, where did they go? They have to be here, they just have to.” I pulled myself upright and leaned heavily against the chest, hardly able to comprehend the loss. “Lillian! Oh, my goodness,” I sobbed, desperately holding on to the chest. “Lillian!”
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