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“Hazel Marie?” I walked up a couple of stair steps, craning my head to see if she had heard me. “Hazel Marie, are you up there?”

I could hear her footsteps as she came out into the hall and poked her head over the bannister. “I’m here, Miss Julia. Come on up.”

“I’m trying,” I said, using the handrail to pull myself up the stairs, and thanking the Lord that I didn’t have to do it a dozen times a day. To be free of that arduous climb and perilous descent was the result of having moved down to Hazel Marie’s old room on the first floor, once Sam and I were firmly married.

Hazel Marie had said the exchange of rooms was to give us privacy, and it did that, but I now think that she was more concerned with the preservation of life and limb.
 My life and limb, that is, since I wasn’t getting any younger, which was more apparent every day I lived, what with stiffening joints and wobbling limbs and people deliberately mumbling instead of speaking up as they should.

I finally gained the second floor and followed her into the room that Wesley Lloyd Springer and I had shared for forty-something years.
 Shared doesn’t exactly give a clear picture of what went on there, however, because it’s true that we slept in the same bed, but that joint enterprise had been more like two strangers who happened to end up next to each other on a train trip. He, however, had reached his destination, while I was still traveling.

But that was neither here nor there, for many things had changed since my first husband shucked off these mortal coils, and I’d learned to stand up for myself and do pretty much as I pleased.

“Whew,” I said, relieved to sink down into an easy chair by the front window. I caught my breath and surveyed the changes in the room. “Hazel Marie, you’ve done a lovely job in here. I wouldn’t recognize it as the same room, and it pleases me to be able to say that.”

“Oh, I’m so glad you like it. I just love it.” Hazel Marie turned slowly around, her eyes shining with pleasure at what she and Opal Nixon, Abbotsville’s correspondence course decorator, had wrought. The room was done in pink, and when I say done in pink, I mean pink wallpaper, pink bedding, pink carpet, pink upholstery, and pink fixtures in the bathroom. But to give the two of them credit, there was nothing frilly or girlish about the decor. It was elegant, with gold fringes and gilt mirrors and gilt picture frames and a great deal of texture in the use of silk and taffeta and plush this, that, and the other.

It wouldn’t have been my choice, but then, I’m much more conservative and traditional in my decorative choices than Hazel Marie. So I was happy that she liked it and, since the room was quite unlike the rest of the house, comforted by the fact that hardly anybody else would see it.

“Hazel Marie,” I said, heaving a sigh to indicate that I had something more on my mind than bedroom decor. “I am just sick at heart over Little Lloyd.”

“Oh, I am, too.” She slumped down into the matching pink velvet chair to my right. “I couldn’t get to sleep last night, I was so upset. He tried so hard to be brave, it nearly broke my heart, and we had to pretend that it wasn’t such a big deal.”

I nodded, recalling how I, too, had tossed and tumbled, aching half the night over that child’s tears he’d tried so valiantly to hide. “Well, of course it isn’t a big deal in the cosmic scheme of things, but it is for him. But, I’ll tell you, Hazel Marie, I’d rather have a deep disappointment myself than for him to have one. I would do anything in the world to protect that child.”

“Oh, me, too.” Her eyes filled with tears and she sniffed before looking around for a Kleenex. “Excuse me, I better get some toilet paper.”

She came back from the bathroom wiping her eyes with a few squares of pink Cottonelle tissue. “What can we do, Miss Julia?”

“I don’t know. I’ve gone over in my mind any number of wholesome activities that might help him get over it, but nothing jumps out at me. I’ve even thought of offering to build a new gymnasium if the coach would reconsider.”

“I think they play soccer on a field.”

“I hope so. It’d be cheaper.”

Hazel Marie took her seat again, her face streaked with tears with more on the way. “And I’d tell you to do it, if I thought it’d work. But it wouldn’t. He just wanted to be good enough for the coach to choose him, and he wasn’t. That’s what hurts him so much.”

“What we have to do, Hazel Marie, is aim him for next year. All is not lost because he didn’t make the team this time. After all, this is the first year he’s tried out for any kind of athletic endeavor. I think the coach just saw that he’s small and frail looking, and didn’t look any further. I know he feels it’s the end of the world now, but let’s look into some camps or lessons so he can learn the game.”

“I’ve already called for some brochures for a soccer camp.” Hazel Marie bit her lip and looked off into the pinkish distance. “You know, I was relieved, and I think he was, too, when he didn’t make the football team. I don’t know why he went out for it in the first place. But, soccer? That’s where the little, wiry kids ought to be able to shine. If they had half a chance.”

I nodded in agreement, but objectively speaking, Little Lloyd was certainly smaller than your average middle-school student, and he wasn’t what I’d call especially nimble on his feet. I wouldn’t say clumsy, just a little uncoordinated in his movements. On the up side, though, he was as smart as a whip, quick to grasp and process every lesson he was given, and many that he just picked up by himself or by listening to me.

But that didn’t help the child’s feelings at the moment. He’d tried to put a good face on it, saying that soccer only lasted a few weeks during the fall, and that he’d aim for the tennis team in the spring. His bravery just tore me up, especially since he wasn’t exactly an Andre Agassi on the court, or a Chris Evert, either.

“Well,” I said, putting my hands on the arm of the chair and pushing myself up out of it, “this isn’t helping matters, and I don’t know what will. But that coach just better stay out of my line of sight. I’m ready to give him a piece of my mind.”

“Me, too. But coaches are a law unto themselves, and they pick the ones who can help them win.” Hazel Marie dabbed at her eyes again, then cocked her head to the side. “You know, when I was in school, we had clubs like the Future Farmers of America. I bet Lloyd could be in something like that.”

“Lord, Hazel Marie, that child’s not interested in farming.” I turned at the door and looked back at her. “But if they had a Future Accountants of America, that would be more up his alley. He’s a whiz at numbers, you know.”

“I know. I just wish he wasn’t so set on sports.” She caught her bottom lip in her teeth, and then, frowning, asked, “Miss Julia, did you know that Episcopalians pray an awful lot?”

“Oh, I expect they’re about the same as the rest of us, and pray when they need to. Why?”

“I think they do more than that,” she said. “I saw this special book they have over at Binkie’s the other day. I thought it was a Bible at first, but it was just full of all kinds of prayers for everything you can think of. Psalms, too.”

“That’s real interesting, Hazel Marie. Maybe they have one for . . .” A door slammed downstairs, and my heart flipped in my chest. “That’s Sam,” I said, smiling as I did every time he came into the house. “Have you ever noticed how loud men are? They’re always slamming and banging and stomping around, like they have to let everybody know where they are.”

She managed a rueful laugh. “I think they do it just to stir things up. J.D., for instance, is like a whirlwind. When it’s just you and me and Lillian, the house is so quiet and peaceful. But let one of them come in, and it’s like everything wakes up.”

“Julia!” Sam’s voice carried up the stairs, and I hurried toward it.

Meeting me at the foot of the stairs, he put his hands on my shoulders. I lifted my face toward him, expecting his usual greeting, but was taken aback when I didn’t get it. Turning me toward our room, he said, “Let’s go back here. I have something to tell you.”

His voice was so full of ominous portent that I opened my eyes and immediately headed toward the back hall, him following every step of the way.

He shut the door behind us. “You better sit down, Julia. This is going to upset you.”

“I’ll take it standing up. What is it?”

“Well, I’ve got to sit down.” And he did, taking one of the easy chairs by the double windows overlooking the back yard. “I just had a visitor. I don’t know how he tracked me down to my house, but he did.”

Sam spent most mornings and some afternoons, now that he was retired from the practice of law, over at his house, using his study there as an office as he worked on a history of the legal doings of Abbot County. It gave him something to fill his time, and he enjoyed going through legal records, old court cases, looking up early attorneys and judges, and analyzing indictments, convictions, and sentences of our local criminal population, which occasionally had included a few of those same attorneys and judges.

“Who’re we talking about?” I asked, somewhat disturbed that our marriage might be open to question again. “I’ll tell you this, Sam, I’m not going through another wedding ceremony. Two of them ought to be legal enough in anybody’s book.”

“No, no,” Sam said, with a brief smile. “I think we’re safe on that score.” He took a deep breath and glanced out the window. The leaves on the dogwood trees were already turning red, and he seemed to take an inordinate interest in their various hues. “You remember Brother Vernon Puckett?”

“Do I remember him?” I asked sharply. “How could I forget after what he put us through?” I took the chair across from Sam, fearing that anything to do with Hazel Marie’s itinerant uncle who went from evangelistic telecasts to tent meetings to selling Bibles door-to-door could only mean trouble for somebody. “What did he want?”

“I’m still trying to figure that out.” Sam rubbed his fingers across his mouth, then went on. “He said he didn’t want anything but to put matters right. Said the Lord had spoken to him and put a burden on his heart. And that meant that he had to get up and act before a great wrong was allowed to fester and ruin a whole lot of lives.”

“Shoo,” I said, waving my hand. “The Lord speaks to that man more than anybody I’ve ever heard of. It doesn’t mean a thing. He wants something, that’s a given, and when has he ever not wanted his hands on Little Lloyd’s inheritance? That’s in the back of his mind, mark my words.”

“Maybe so. But if what he said is true, there’s no way in the world he’d have a chance at it. That’s what has me puzzled. He’d be better off to just let things slide,
 if he knows what he’s talking about.”

“Well, what was he talking about?”

Sam leaned over and took my hand. “He said, Julia, and I don’t believe it for one minute, but he said that Lloyd is not Wesley Lloyd’s child.”
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“That is the most ridiculous thing I’ve ever heard!” I sprang from my chair and started pacing, just so agitated I couldn’t stand it. “Not Wesley Lloyd’s child? Why, Sam, the boy’s his spitting image, and I, who had every reason in the world not to believe it, couldn’t deny it from the minute I laid eyes on him.”

“I know, Julia. Not one soul’s ever doubted it, not even Wesley Lloyd himself. After all, he tried to leave his entire estate to the boy on the night he died.”

“Tell me about it,” I said, getting a quick surge of the anger I’d felt when I thought my husband had cut me out all together. Well, actually he
 had cut me out, but because he’d not known that a wife can’t be left destitute in this state, I’d gotten my half in spite of him and his last-minute, handwritten will on a piece of Hazel Marie’s pink stationery.

I whirled around to face Sam again. “What does that trouble maker hope to gain by coming up with such a cock-and-bull story at this late date?”

“I have no idea. Like I told you, he said he didn’t want anything but to set things right. Said he couldn’t live with himself to keep such a secret while his niece and bastard nephew took advantage of you.”

“Oh,” I groaned, collapsing in the chair and holding my head in my hands. “Poor Hazel Marie. Her uncle will do anything to hurt her, and this just takes the cake.” I looked up at Sam. “She’s not taking advantage of me, Sam. Nor is that child. There’s not a more honest, more open person in the world than Hazel Marie Puckett, and why her sorry uncle wants to come in and stir things up, I don’t know.” I sprang up again, too disturbed to sit still.

“Come over here and sit on my lap,” Sam said. “We’ll figure something out.”

I waved my hand at him. “I don’t have lap sitting on my mind. Just what does Brother Vern plan to do with this
 information of his? Face Hazel Marie with it? Tell the child? Tell the whole world? And, come to think of it, why did he tell you? Why not me? I’m the one who, according to him, is being taken advantage of.”

“You’re not going to like this, but he said he bypassed you because I’m the head of the household.” Sam’s eyes betrayed a twinkle, as a smile played around his mouth. “Maybe you didn’t know this, Julia, but you’re now under submission to your husband and should be protected from grave matters such as this.”

I thought the top of my head would blow off at the arrogance of that know-it-all self-proclaimed preacher. Sam might be the head of the household in the Biblical view of things, but I had to be reckoned with, too. “I’ll show him who’s under submission! The idea.” I marched up to Sam and stood over him. “And what did you say to that?”

“Fill in the blanks, Julia.” He took my hand and pulled me closer. “Let’s just say that when he left he had a new understanding of what marriage is. At least, this marriage. Now, let’s put our heads together and think how we’re going to handle this.”

“Well, I’ll try.” I took a seat again, and tried to organize my spinning thoughts. Taking a deep breath, I said, “Maybe it’ll all blow over if we wait him out.” But then I couldn’t help the bitter edge that came into my voice. “Now that he’s confessed his suspicions, maybe the Lord’ll stop burdening his heart, and let him get some sleep.”

Sam shook his head from side to side. “No, he said that this whole situation is a parable about the fruits of evil intentions—Hazel Marie’s evil intentions, you understand—and that it’s incumbent upon Christians to speak up and speak out, and unveil those who would deceive for monetary gain—I’m quoting here. Then he went into a long discourse on Satan as the Great Deceiver, and how Satan’s and Hazel Marie’s true colors had to be revealed.” Sam stopped long enough for me to blink my eyes back into my head. “He’s writing a tract about it to hand out at his meetings. Oh, I didn’t tell you, he’s in the printing business now. And he’s making an infomercial to run on the local cable channel to sell a book he’s working on, as well as tapes of his sermons.” Sam smiled again, but there wasn’t much joy in it. “He thinks the tale of Hazel Marie’s trickery and subsequent comeuppance, which he plans to engineer, will win souls far and wide.”

“How can he
 do that? He doesn’t have a shred of evidence to back up his claims.” I leaned toward Sam, expecting him to tell me we had nothing to worry about. “He doesn’t, does he?”

“Not that he told me. He did hint around, though, that he knows who Lloyd’s real father is.”

“
Is? Somebody who’s still around?”

Sam nodded. “That’s what it sounded like.”

“Then where is he? Why hasn’t he made himself known? And what about his parental responsibilities?” I sat back in my chair. “I don’t believe it for a minute.”

“I don’t either. But, Julia, be prepared. Brother Vern is convinced of it, and he intends to spread it around.”

“Slander, that’s what it is. I’ll sue that man till he has to beg on the street. I’m not taking this sitting down, Sam, you can be sure of that.” So I got up and started pacing again. Then I thought of something else. “Hazel Marie is his niece. His own flesh and blood, and so is Little Lloyd. How can he tear them down like this?”

“He thinks his relationship to them makes his parable more powerful,” Sam said with a wry smile. “He said that he couldn’t exhort others to follow God’s leading until he’d straightened out his own kin.”

“The man is crazy,” I said, as firmly convinced as I’d ever been of anything. “Sam, I’m telling you that he has something against Hazel Marie, and he’ll do anything he can to hurt her. Remember when she and Little Lloyd first came to live with me? Brother Vern tried every trick in the book to get the child away from her. Even tried to have her declared an unfit mother.” I paused, recalling the troubles we’d had with the sweaty, heavy-breathing preacher, which included deceiving me and kidnapping Little Lloyd. “But that was to have himself named the child’s guardian, so he’d have access to Wesley Lloyd’s estate. But
 this, there’s no profit in it for him at all. The only thing he can get out of it is to shame Hazel Marie and deprive the boy of his rightful inheritance. All he wants to do is hurt them. And I want to know why.”

“I expect it’ll come out sooner or later,” Sam said. “But for now, we need to decide how we’re going to handle whatever he comes up with.”

“Well, what do you think we should do?” Not for the first time since our marriage, I felt some relief in not having to decide everything myself. “Should we tell Hazel Marie?”

Sam hesitated, then said, “If he proceeds with publicizing his accusations, we’ll have to.”

“Oh, Lord, I hate the thought of her being subjected to all that shame and worry.”

“So do I.” Sam rubbed his hand across his face. “But as far as I can see, there’s no need to burden her with it unless we have to. Maybe we ought to just keep it to ourselves as long as we can.”

I thought about that for a few minutes, wondering how I could ever keep such a perilous threat to myself. I knew that the knowledge of it would simmer below the surface of my mind, until I wouldn’t be able to look Hazel Marie in the eye and pretend that all was as it should be. So I said, “Would it be all right if I just told her that her uncle is back in town? You know, so it won’t be such a shock if she finds out what he’s doing?”

Sam smiled. “Whatever you think, Julia. I’m just saying that downplaying it as much as we can would be better for all of us in the long run.”

Then, struck with a sudden thought, I sat up straight in my chair. “Listen, Sam, she may never even hear of his tract or his preaching. We don’t associate with the kind of people who’re willing to listen to four hours of ranting and raving under a tent out in the county.” Our friends and associates went to mainline churches where the preaching lasted no longer than thirty minutes, and even then they got restless after twenty.

Sam shook his head. “Some people will hear of it, though. And it’ll get around eventually. That’s why I want to deal with him directly, and make him put up or shut up.”

“Oh, Sam,” I said, falling back in the chair and burying my face in my hands. “You know what I just thought of? He’s saying that Hazel Marie was promiscuous, that she was seeing someone else at the same time Wesley Lloyd was visiting her every Thursday night when he was supposed to be working at the bank.”

Sam nodded. “I know. And he’s also saying that she deliberately deceived Wesley Lloyd, telling him it was his child, and he believed her.”

“Well,” I said, raising my head, “I don’t doubt he’d believe her. Wesley Lloyd Springer couldn’t have imagined that anybody would try to fool him. Nor could he have imagined that she would prefer someone else to him. The most arrogant man who ever lived. Except for Brother Vernon Puckett, that is. But what I can’t believe is that Hazel Marie would lie about such a thing. I can’t and I don’t believe it. Even if Brother Vern dredges up another boyfriend, concurrent with Wesley Lloyd, I will still believe that Hazel Marie knew who the child’s father was. But to question her basic goodness, to even imply that she’s lived a lie all this time, Sam, it will absolutely do her in. And that child! Think what it’ll do to him to hear such an attack on his mother. Oh, Sam, I can’t stand it.”

“All right, Julia, here’s what let’s do.” Sam got to his feet, then began pacing in front of me. “Let’s hold off a while before telling Hazel Marie the details—no need upsetting her until we know more.” He cut his eyes at me and went on. “I’ll leave it up to you about telling her he’s in town. In the meantime, I’ll get back with Puckett and see if he can back up his claims. If he can’t, or won’t, we’ll think about having him prosecuted for slander and, if he publishes anything, libel.” Sam stopped and looked long and hard at me. “Of course, you realize that if it comes to that, he’ll have a ready-made audience for his claims.”

“Oh, Lord, yes. And the newspaper’ll cover it, too. How can we stop him, Sam? We’ve got to do something.”

Sam cogitated for a moment, then he said, “I think what may work is for us to string him along and let him think we’re taking his claims seriously. We’ll tell him that we’re disturbed that the boy may be getting something he’s not entitled to, and we want to work with him to find the truth.”

“I wouldn’t work with Vernon Puckett if he was the last man on earth.” I was thoroughly steamed at the thought, then thought better of it. “How would we do it, if we did?”

“DNA, Julia. By pretending to at least halfway believe Puckett, we’ll get him to produce the man he’s claiming to be the father. Then we’ll compare his DNA with Little Lloyd’s, and that should settle it right there.”

“Oh, Sam, thank goodness. I knew you’d come up with something.” I smiled at him as my heart lifted, for I’d watched enough television to know a good deal about forensic science. I had no doubt in the world that Little Lloyd’s DNA would match no one’s but Wesley Lloyd Springer’s. How could it not? They were as alike as two peas in a pod.
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With that settled, I congratulated myself again for having married a man with such a good head on his shoulders. And one who took my concerns seriously and who was willing and able to do something about them. I declare, when I compared Sam Murdoch with Wesley Lloyd Springer, which I couldn’t help but do since they were the only husbands I’d ever had, Sam beat him by a mile in every way you could think of.

So now that I was married to a good man—one who would look after my interests—I was determined to rein myself in and not run ahead of him. I wanted to be a helpmate to Sam. Or a helpmeet for him. Whichever translation was correct, that’s what I was trying to be. But it was awfully hard to take a backseat.

“All right,” I said, rising from my chair again. “I’ll leave it in your hands, Sam, and wait a while before upsetting Hazel Marie. But I don’t know how long I can keep it to myself.”

“Just hold off a few days,” Sam said with that cautionary tone he often uses to slow me down. “If I can find out what Puckett’s up to, I’ll hold his feet to the fire. When he has to back up his claims, it may all blow over, and Hazel Marie won’t ever have to know.”

“Well, I’ll try. But I want it settled.” I bit my lip, thinking of how I’d like to hand out a little comeuppance, myself, but to Brother Vern, not to Hazel Marie. “But, whenever and however we tell her, I don’t want that child to get even a hint of what’s going on.”

“Absolutely not, Julia. He doesn’t need to know a thing. At least at this stage.”

I’d started out of the room on my way to help Lillian get dinner on the table. But at Sam’s final words, I stopped and turned back. “What do you mean, at this stage? If we stop Brother Vern with this DNA test, there won’t be any further stages.”

“Well,” Sam said, walking over to stand next to me, “even if this mystery man’s DNA doesn’t match Lloyd’s, that won’t settle the question of the boy’s paternity. And once the question is raised, the only way to absolutely and positively disprove Puckett’s claims is to compare Lloyd’s DNA with Wesley Lloyd’s, and how’re we going to do that?”

“Oh,” I said, brought up short by the unlikelihood of drawing blood from a dead man. “Then we’ll never be sure, will we? Of course,
 I’m sure, and I’m the one who counts as far as the estate is concerned. But, Sam, unless we put this to rest once and for all, there’ll always be some people who’ll wonder, won’t there? The suspicion that Little Lloyd’s not a Springer could follow that child for the rest of his life, to say nothing of how it’ll besmirch Hazel Marie. Oh, Sam,” I moaned, leaning my head against his shoulder, “I’ve never wished Wesley Lloyd back among the living, but I could surely wish it now if we could get one little drop of blood from him.”

“There’re more ways to test DNA than through blood, Julia,” Sam said, as he put his arm around my waist. “But I’m not sure just what, or what condition it has to be in. I’ll do some research, though, and find out. If Brother Vern forces us to it, we may have to request an exhumation. Are you ready for that?”

My head popped up from his shoulder. “You mean dig him up? Lord, Sam, no! Surely we won’t have to do that. Let the man rest in peace. Although for my money,” I said, with a sniff, “he doesn’t deserve a minute of it. Not that I bear a grudge, you understand. I just resent the fact that I can’t ever seem to be free of him.”

“You’re free of him, Julia, and you’ve got me to remind you of it every day.”

“I know, Sam, and I’m more grateful than you know.” I took his arm as we went toward the kitchen, me thinking all the while of how comforting it was to have a good and capable man to lean on.

By the time we got through the dining room, though, I was reminding myself that as trustworthy as Sam had always proven to be, he could be a little slow getting things done. Always telling me to calm down, wait and see, or let things run their course. That wasn’t my way by a long shot. I’d been an obedient follower all the days of my first marriage, never stepping out of line, and always reacting instead of acting on my own instincts. The few years between husbands, though, when I was free to do as I pleased, had shown me that my instincts were invariably correct.

Well, maybe not invariably, but nine times out of ten they’d led me on the right path.

So it was not my intention to sit around for days on end while Sam waited for Brother Vern to show his hand. I mean, it was all well and good for Sam to handle the major problems—it was a relief to have him do it, in fact—but I could be a help to him in little ways. Like warning Hazel Marie to stay away from tent meetings, for example.

 

My intent had been to get Hazel Marie alone in her room right after supper and tell her what we were in for—not all the details, of course, but enough to prepare her for what might lie ahead. All I’d have to say was that Brother Vern was back in town, and she’d know to start girding her loins. So to speak.

Instead of planning a quiet evening at home, though, she’d hurried through her meal so she could go play a game that some of the younger set had taken up. I’d never heard of such entertainment before and, when she told me what went on at those bunco parties, I felt it my duty to make it clear how much I disapproved of gambling of any kind.

“Oh, it’s not really gambling,” Hazel Marie had said. “It’s just a way to get together and have some fun.”

“I can think of better ways to have fun,” I told her. “And besides, gambling is illegal in this state.”

“It is?” Hazel Marie frowned, then she laughed. “Well, if they raid Miriam Hargrove’s house, you’ll bail me out, won’t you?”

And off she’d gone, as free of worry as if I’d never warned her of the dire consequences of wagering money. You let sin gain a foothold, and it’ll take over your whole life.

So I had to lie in bed all night with the knowledge of Brother Vern’s threat simmering in my head. It had about reached a boil by the next morning as I waited in the kitchen for Hazel Marie to make an appearance.

Since it was a Saturday, Sam and Little Lloyd were making their weekly visit to the hardware stores, during which they rarely bought anything, but seemed to enjoy thinking about what they might purchase.

Lillian was piddling at the counter, and I was at the table making out a grocery list, and trying to put my mind onto the menus for the coming week. I put down my pen when Hazel Marie, still in her bathrobe, pushed through the kitchen door.

“Morning, everybody,” she said, heading for the coffee pot. “Lillian, I’m not going to mess up your kitchen with another breakfast. I just need some coffee.”

“You better eat something,” Lillian said, worried as always about everybody’s digestive systems. “You need to put some meat on them bones.”

Hazel Marie just smiled, poured her coffee, and came over to the table. I opened my mouth to suggest that she and I go upstairs, but before she had her chair pulled out, she started talking. “Miss Julia, you’ll never guess what I heard last night about the Denhams.”

“Dub and Clara? I can’t imagine those two doing anything worth talking about. Which would you rather have with chicken, rice or potatoes?”

“Oh, rice. Now, listen, Miss Julia, Clara’s left him.”

I looked up at her. “Who?”

“Dub.”

“Where’d she go?”

“That’s just it. Nobody knows. Apparently, she came home from work a few days ago, slapped some papers down in front of him, and walked out with two suitcases.”

“I can’t picture Clara Denham slapping anything down, as meek and mild as she is.”

“I’m just telling you what I heard, and everybody’s saying that she’d taken it as long as she could, and just finally snapped. Maybe it got better in the telling, because it doesn’t sound like her. I mean, she’s so meek and mild.”

“Well, she is a librarian.”

“Yes, and what is Dub? Just a big blob as far as I can see.”

I was intrigued, in spite of the urgency I was feeling to tell her about her own looming troubles. But Sam had urged delay, I reminded myself, so I nodded in agreement. “That man’s been on disability for as long as I can remember. He hardly cracks a lick at a snake.”

Lillian, who couldn’t help but hear our conversation, walked over to the table. “Mr. Dub, he work some ’round tax time at that place they open up for people who need help with they figures. Miz Edwards, what live on the street over from me, she use him last year, an’ she say he do yo’ taxes an’ not even listen to what you say.”

“Dub Denham,” I said, “has never been known for his social skills. He’s the last person I’d ever ask to a dinner party.”

“I should say!” Hazel Marie agreed. “Have you ever seen him eat? I sat at the same table with him at the last church supper, and it was awful to watch him shovel it in.” Hazel Marie stopped and sat up straight. “Come to think of it, Clara always stays in the kitchen. Maybe that’s why she left him. She couldn’t stand to watch him eat.”

“Reason enough,” I pronounced. “I read, one time, about this fastidious woman who was newly married, and at her first dinner party, she served soup as the first course. It just did her in when her husband, normally a well-mannered man, made loud, slurping noises when he ate it. Well, instead of saying anything to him and risk hurting his feelings, she just never served soup at her table again.”

After a moment of quiet as we thought about that, Hazel Marie said, “What did she do when he ordered it at a restaurant?”

“Well, I don’t know, Hazel Marie. But, let me tell you, if you followed that method with Dub, he’d starve to death.” I tapped my pencil against the list I was making, trying to stop thinking of Dub’s poor table manners. “You know, Hazel Marie, I haven’t seen either of them in church lately. Not that I’ve been looking for them, but still.”

“I saw her after Sunday school a couple of weeks ago, coming out of the young marrieds class.” Hazel Marie squinched up her mouth. “They’ve both got to be in their fifties. Wonder why they go to that class?”

“Now you know we Presbyterians aren’t like the Baptists, who make it their business to keep up with everybody’s birthdays. They make you move to another class whenever you pass a milestone, which, I’ll tell you right now, I’d rather not have the public recognition of.”

Hazel Marie nodded, then got up for a coffee refill. While her back was turned, Lillian put a slice of coffee cake at her place, mumbling, “She better eat something.”

When Hazel Marie sat back down, she propped her chin on her hand and said, “Have y’all ever noticed how fat men wear their pants?”

My head jerked up. “What?”

Lillian started laughing. “I never heard such.”

“No, I’m serious,” Hazel Marie said, “and thinking about Dub reminded me. When women put on weight, they just get rounder and rounder. But men get this big ole pot belly. You know, like Dub has. And some men pull their pants up over it, which means they have to buy a longer belt to fit, and that hikes everything up, so they end up with high waters. But other men wear their pants down below their stomachs, and that gives them baggy seats with the crotch hanging down around their knees.” She frowned, giving it serious thought. “I wonder how they decide. I mean, why some men go for over the stomach and some for under.”

I stared at her, amazed at the things that people take up to think about. “I admit, Hazel Marie, that I’ve never given it much thought.”

“Well,” she went on, stirring her coffee absently, “when they decide to go over or under, I guess it could say something about their personalities. But I don’t know what.”

“Neither do I.” I prepared to rise and suggest we walk upstairs, where I intended to warn her of our impending troubles.

“Oh, my goodness,” Hazel Marie said, springing from her chair, “look at the time. I better jump in the shower and get myself dressed. I have a million things to do today.”

And with that, she was gone, and I’d missed my chance again.






Chapter 4
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Just as Lillian was taking the yeast rolls out of the oven that Saturday evening, Mr. Pickens strolled in, smiling in the easy way he had, knowing he was welcome at any time. It was a wonder to me, though, how he always managed to get that welcome at dinnertime. I hurriedly set another place at the dining room table, while Hazel Marie and Lillian greeted him as enthusiastically as if he hadn’t been with us three nights running over the past week.

“I’m so glad you’re back,” Hazel Marie said, clinging to his arm. “Did you have a good trip? How was Atlanta?”

“Didn’t see much of it,” he said, smiling down at her. “It was just a good place to meet. Better than having to go all the way to West Palm Beach to see him. But when an old friend needs help, you do what you can.”

“Oh, I know,” Hazel Marie said. “And you were so good to go see about him.”

“Quite commendable, Mr. Pickens,” I said, hoping that it had indeed been a him and not a her. “Is your friend sick?”

“Frank Tuttle? Not exactly.” Mr. Pickens shook his head, then frowned. “Things aren’t working out for him here lately, but he’s a good man. Best investigator I’ve ever known.”

“Well, I’m glad you could help him,” I said, not really interested in another private investigator. “Lillian, if you’re ready, we’ll go to the table.”

Sam and Little Lloyd showed their pleasure in Mr. Pickens’s return, for he was good company. He could keep us entertained, if not with his teasing manner, then with stories of his long involvement with law enforcement of one kind or another. He did seem to have settled down now, though, what with having his own investigative agency, to say nothing of his attachment to Hazel Marie and his addiction to Lillian’s cooking.

As I sat at the foot of the table, picking at the food on my plate, I was doubly grateful for Mr. Pickens’s carryings-on. I would’ve been unable to keep a lively conversation going, as burdened as my mind was with the secret that I had to eventually share with Hazel Marie. She looked so happy, as she gazed with shining eyes at that black-eyed, black-haired, and black-mustached Mr. Pickens, that pity for what was hanging over her head nearly overcame me.

“You’re awfully quiet tonight, Miss Julia,” Mr. Pickens said, turning his intense gaze on me.

“I haven’t been able to get a word in edgewise,” I said, somewhat tartly, but with a smile, trying to give back as good as he handed out. “Besides, Lillian’s meat loaf is so good, I’m giving it my full attention.”

“It is that,” he agreed, but his lingering look told me that he’d noticed my preoccupation. He was not a trained investigator for nothing.

“Lloyd,” Mr. Pickens said, finally letting me off the hook, just as Lillian pushed through the swinging door with another basket of hot rolls. “Lillian’s doing her best to get me fat, because she knows I can’t resist anything she cooks. It’s a conspiracy, is what it is, so pass the butter.”

Lillian snorted at his foolishness, but she liked it, and him.

“So, Lloyd,” Mr. Pickens went on, “let’s shoot some baskets as soon as I can crawl away from the table. Want to?”

Little Lloyd’s eyes lit up, since anything Mr. Pickens suggested was fine with him. “Yessir,” he said, eagerly. Then his face fell. “I’m not very good at it, though.”

“I know what your problem is,” Mr. Pickens said in an offhand way, as if problems were a dime a dozen. “Your goal’s too high. It’s at professional height, and it ought to be a foot or two lower for your age. Sam, if you’ve got a ladder, we can fix it and get in a few baskets before it gets too dark.”

“Sure,” Sam said. “We can do that. I should’ve realized it was too high myself.”

Little Lloyd frowned, as he looked hopefully at Mr. Pickens. “Is it really too high? I mean, it’s not because I’m too short?”

“Nope,” Mr. Pickens said, buttering a roll with infinite care. “If you’re going to be ready for the season, you need to practice with the goal at the official height for your age.” Mr. Pickens’s black eyes glanced up at him, a smile beginning at the corner of his mouth. “Besides, bringing it down gives me an advantage, and I’m going to take you on, bud.”

Little Lloyd laughed out loud for the first time since the soccer coach broke his heart, and I could’ve hugged Mr. Pickens’s neck. He was a good man, in spite of his frisky nature and aversion to domestication.

Listening to this exchange and marveling at how sensitive Mr. Pickens was to the child’s athletic needs, especially after his failure to measure up to soccer standards, it occurred to me that one way to put a worry in perspective was to be overwhelmed by a bigger one. So, though I’d let myself be troubled because Little Lloyd hadn’t won a place on the team, how important could that be now that his place on the Springer family tree was being questioned?

But not by me. From the first time I’d laid eyes on the boy, I’d known there could be only one person responsible. But now, the child’s paternity had to be proven all over again. His legal rights had to be established beyond question, and his mother’s reputation salvaged, or else they both would become social outcasts. Financial ones, too.

And the thought of it just tore me up. Here I’d exerted all my considerable social influence to get Hazel Marie accepted by my friends, my church, and the entire community, and it had paid off. She was now a valued member of my set, which, frankly, was the most envied set in town. And, if you could overlook her attachment to that devilish Mr. Pickens, the details of which I tried not to think about, she had since lived an exemplary life.

I couldn’t help but wonder what Mr. Pickens would think if he knew of Brother Vern’s accusations. It doesn’t matter what anybody says to the contrary, I knew that once an accusation is made concerning someone’s morals, no matter how false or how thoroughly disproved, the taint of it never goes away. Would Mr. Pickens look with doubtful, rather than loving, eyes on Hazel Marie and her son after this?

Well, I thought, as I stabbed my fork into a helping of Lillian’s cheese casserole, he’d have some nerve if he did. Mr. Pickens had been involved in more than a few less than savory associations himself, and if he got all self-righteous about false accusations toward Hazel Marie, and possible indiscretions in her youth, I certainly intended to remind him of his own not so youthful ones.

 

I started clearing the table while the others went outside to adjust the basketball goal over the garage door. Hazel Marie turned on the yard lights as she hurried out with a tape measure to make sure that the men attached the goal at the correct distance from the ground. Sam and Mr. Pickens, with a great deal of laughing and banging around, dragged a seldom used ladder out of the garage, while Little Lloyd drove me crazy, bouncing a ball on the paved driveway.

I shuddered to think of Sam up on a ladder, trying to manhandle that heavy goal, and I didn’t want to watch his exertions. Nor Mr. Pickens’s, either, who’d never shown the least indication of being handy around a house. It was a wonder to me that those two grown men insisted on doing work that neither of them was qualified to do.

Lillian began rinsing dishes and putting them into the dishwasher, glancing at me as I went back and forth from the dining room, bringing in plates and silverware. “Don’t you want to see how they doin’?” she asked.

“No, I don’t want to see either of them break his neck. Sam ought not to be climbing a ladder at his age.”

Lillian craned her neck to look out the window. “Mr. Sam, he holdin’ the ladder. It’s that Mr. Pickens what’s up it.”

I didn’t respond, busying myself with getting out dessert plates for Lillian’s apple pie. I could feel her frowning looks aimed my way as I did it.

“What’s the matter with you?” she finally asked. “Here, I been waitin’ an’ waitin’ for you to make out yo’ Christmas menu so I can be thinkin’ ’bout all that cookin’. An’ look like you always thinkin’ ’bout something else. An’ look like to me, you not actin’ right.”

I stopped and leaned on the counter. “Oh, Lillian, I can’t think about Christmas menus right now. It’s too early, and for all I know, we may not even have Christmas. There’s something weighing on my mind, and I’m just heartsick about it. It could change everything.”

She turned off the faucet and faced me. “Somethin’ wrong with Mr. Sam?”

“No, oh, no. Sam’s fine.” I took my lip in my teeth, pondering the wisdom of unloading on her right then, even though Hazel Marie was still in the dark. I’d always unburdened myself to Lillian, and just because I now had a husband throwing a ball around in my driveway was no reason to stop confiding in her. “It’s Brother Vern, Lillian. He’s back and making trouble like we’ve never seen.”

Her mouth dropped open. “You mean that preacher what stole our boy out from under us an’ put him on the TV?”

“The very one. And it’s beyond belief what he’s come up with now. I am so distressed I don’t know what to do.”

She put her wet hands on her hips, and demanded, “What he doin’?”

“He’s saying . . .” But I had to stop, for the ballplayers were coming back inside, laughing and slamming doors and arguing over who had won a horse, of all things. The four of them came in looking flushed and excited and healthy. And wanting dessert, so I whispered, “I’ll tell you later. But keep it to yourself for now.”

She gave me one of her frowning looks, cutting her eyes at me from under her brows, then she nudged me out of the way and began to serve the pie.

At no time during the evening did I have a chance to get Hazel Marie alone, which was just as well for I didn’t need a houseful of people when I disclosed a subject of such magnitude. As it turned out, she and Mr. Pickens decided to go off somewhere by themselves, leaving Little Lloyd with Sam and me.

After Lillian left and the boy went upstairs to his room, I climbed the stairs for the second time in two days.

Knocking on the jamb of Little Lloyd’s open door, I said, “Am I disturbing you?”

He looked up from the book on his desk and smiled. “No’m, I’m just reading about Lewis and Clark. Did you know they took a dog with them? His name was Seaman because he was such a good swimmer.”

“Well, I declare. No, I didn’t know that.” I sat down in a chair next to his desk and tried not to stare too intently at his face. “I knew they took an Indian lady with them, but I never could pronounce her name.”

“Sacajawea,” he said, which sounded fine to me. Then he went into a long discourse about the expedition, where it started, where it ended, and how long it took, while I watched his facial expressions and hand motions, looking for traces of his heredity.

I was trying to reassure myself that Wesley Lloyd had left his mark. And, I’ll tell you, it was a different way of looking at the child. For the few years he’d been in my care, I’d tried every way I knew
 not to see Wesley Lloyd in him. Every time he did or said something that reminded me of my faithless husband, I’d averted my eyes and closed my mind, determined to forestall seeing any inherited reminders. I’d looked for Hazel Marie in him, and deliberately denied what was as plain as the nose on his face.

Now I had to alter my thinking, and in order to protect the child, search for evidence of his resemblance to Wesley Lloyd Springer.

It really wasn’t difficult, when viewed with unbiased eyes. There was the same wispy hair that, bless his little heart, would begin to recede in middle age, and the thin face with a fair complexion, spotted now with freckles, and the hazel eyes that were neither one color nor the other. And his short stature and slight frame—all spoke of familiar characteristics. It was only when the child smiled or laughed that his own sweet and benevolent nature shone through. At those times he exhibited nothing at all of Wesley Lloyd’s rigid and arrogant spirit.

So, if it came down to offering proof, I’d have to make sure that Little Lloyd refrained from smiling, keeping at all times a belligerent frown on his face. That way, nobody would question who had fathered him.

“Did you want me for something, Miss Julia?” Little Lloyd asked, and I realized that he’d finished giving me a history lesson while I’d continued to peer at his facial features.

“Oh,” I said, straightening up and averting my eyes from his little pinched face. “No, I just came up to see how you were doing, and to see if you need any help with your homework.”

He ducked his head and smiled. “No’m, I don’t need any help.”

“Well, if you did, I was going to offer Sam.”

Then we both laughed, for I’d tried in the past to do seventh-grade work, and failed miserably. They teach things differently than they did in my day.

I stood up and patted his shoulder. “Don’t stay up too late. You need to be in bed soon.”
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