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You’ve got to be taught to hate and fear,

You’ve got to be taught from year to year,

It’s got to be drummed in your dear little ear,

You’ve got to be carefully taught.

You’ve got to be taught to be afraid,

Of people whose eyes are oddly made,

And people whose skin is a diff’rent shade,

You’ve got to be carefully taught.

You’ve got to be taught before it’s too late,

Before you are six or seven or eight,

To hate all the people your relatives hate,

You’ve got to be carefully taught.

“You’ve Got to Be Carefully Taught” lyrics in South Pacific

The Morning after the South Pacific Production

May 19
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Chapter 1
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It was the first time in fourteen years that Ora missed Sunday morning services at church, the last time being when Herbert threw out his back while searching for the clicker underneath the sofa.  He’d ended up unable to move with his nose buried in the carpet and his feet splayed apart like one of those crime scene victims on TV.  For six days she’d played nurse-wife—the term he used—but she felt unappreciated servant had been a more suitable description of her role.  This time, however, her reason for missing church had nothing to do with Herbert and everything to do with the whole cotton-picking town.

“You need to stick to the facts, please.”  Detective Roche shifted in his chair, knocking off one of the antimacassars from the armrest and revealing a brown stain in the shape of Texas that Herbert made four years earlier when he spilled his coffee.  Ora tried not to stare at it, but it was if that darned state was daring her to.

She patted her curls, sure she hadn’t used enough hairspray to keep them still.  She’d hardly been able to pull her hair out of the rollers before the detective had knocked on her door looking serious as all get out.  Whatever this was about, it seemed important.

“I’m simply tryin’ to tell a story is all,” she said, glancing down at the business card he’d handed her.  Fancy thing it was, with an embossed gold badge right above his name.  “I take my part in this very seriously, Detective Roach.”

“It’s pronounced Roche.”

He said it like the word gauche, which Grandma Bea often used to describe her neighbor who used to fetch the morning paper dressed in her nightie.  “Of course.”

“You were saying that you arrived a half hour before the play.”

“That’s right.”  Ora set her teacup on the coffee table and self-consciously covered the saggy skin on her throat with one hand, but then realized she was putting the blue veins snaking across the back of her hand on full display.  “But it was already startin’ to get crowded.”

“Did you stay through the entire production?”

“Of course!”  She thought that was a strange question to ask.  Why would she have gone if she wasn’t planning on watching the whole thing?  “The play was fabulous.  It was like watchin’ a Broadway show and not a high school production.  Those kids got a standin’ ovation.”

“Yes, but—”

“It was just wonderful.”  She watched while Detective Roche impatiently tapped his pen on his tiny notepad.  She wasn’t sure why he was taking notes if he already had his little recorder on.  Didn’t make sense.  But it wasn’t her responsibility to tell the man how to do his job.

Across the room, her sweet little black kitty, Toy Pussy, lifted her head at the noise.   “If I didn’t know better, I’da thought Will Jr. really had a little somethin’ for that gal who played Nurse Nellie.”  She quickly added, “Will was the star of the whole thing.  Sweet boy.”

Detective Roche scratched the side of his nose with his pen.  “Did you see or hear anyone arguing last night, Mrs. Collins?” 

Now that was the right question to ask.  There was more squawking in that theater than in a henhouse with a fox in it.  “The whole town was puttin’ its crazy on display.  I could hardly relax.  Strange night, it was.”  

“Can you tell me about it?”

She had no idea where to begin.  With everyone else’s arguments or her own?  There was that whole business she had with Loretta, then that what’s-his-name husband of hers came after her, and then that crazy woman from all the bus bench ads.  It was the reason she barely stayed long enough after the show to congratulate her granddaughter Sara on her performance.  But Detective Roche didn’t need to know about all of that, so she figured she’d start with the others arguing with each other first.

“There was an argument about seats.  Someone was sittin’ in Krystal and Bill’s seats, and Bill got all upset.”

“There were assigned seats in the theater?”  His pen started working something furious.

“Heavens no!”  She couldn’t imagine having that kind of fancy theater in Hattiesville, Mississippi.  “Where are you from, detective?”

Roche didn’t bother to look up from his scribbling when he answered.  “Boston, ma’am.”

“I thought so.”  She tipped her teacup over the saucer to spill just the right amount of tea on it, then took a sip, happy it was finally just a touch warmer than room temperature.  “I figured you were from somewhere up north.”

He looked at her the way a Yankee would, never having seen a lady drink her tea from a saucer.  She smiled politely.  “I’m a southerner, as you can see.”

“Uh . . . yes, ma’am.”  He finally lowered his brows.  “So, are you referring to Krystal and Bill Henry?”

“Yes.  William Sr.,” she clarified.

“Right.”

“He and his wife had special reserved seats on account their son Will Jr. was starrin’ in the play.  And then two people came while he was talkin’ to Paul Mason and sure enough, they sat down, takin’ their seats.  And they were good seats, too, right up front.”

Roche’s pen was flying faster than green grass through a goose.  

“That’s when I saw Loretta Hilltopper’s new husband sneak in the back and take a seat nowhere near Loretta.” 

“I see.  Can you tell me Mr. Hilltopper’s first name?”

“Oh, he’s not Mr. Hilltopper.  That’s Loretta’s late husband’s name.  She never took on the new one’s last name because it doesn’t weigh as much as Hilltopper does here in Hattiesville.”

Roche shook his head slowly.  “Should I assume her late husband was Treat Hilltopper?  The car dealership guy?”

“That’s right.  Died from a heart attack ‘bout three years ago at the age of sixty-eight.”  Ora could still picture him as a dashing teenager, flashing his movie star smile in front of Naron’s Hardware Store.  He’d been fifteen and she was only ten and knew that smile wasn’t really meant for her, but it was right nice to pretend it was.  “How long have you been in Hattiesville, detective?”

“Coming up on six weeks this Tuesday.”

“Well then, I’m surprised you didn’t know that by now.  Loretta likes to spread her business all around town.”  She picked a small red thread from her canary yellow skirt.  She had just taken it out of her summer closet even though it wasn’t officially summer yet.  But it was already hotter than a blister bug in a pepper patch.  “Have you met Loretta?  She’s in her forties but says she’s in her thirties and dresses like she’s in her twenties.”

“Haven’t had the pleasure,” Roche replied in an accent that had nothing to do with the south.  “Do you know her current husband’s name?”

She tapped her chin with her forefinger.  “I think it’s Richard . . . or Robert somethin’-or-other.”

“Do you know the names of the people who took Mr. Henry’s seat?”

“I can’t say that I do.”

“Do they live around here?”

“I don’t believe so.”  She’d never seen them before.  Of course, the only places she ever went to were the local Piggly Wiggly, Belk’s department store, the Piccadilly Tea House, and her church—the Hell for Certain Original Holy Church.

“Could you describe them?”

“They were young people.  She was blond and wore one of those long dresses with her bare shoulders completely exposed.  You know, without sleeves or straps.  He had dark brown hair that coulda used a good trimmin’.  They were both tall and slender.  It wouldna hurt either one of them to eat a sandwich or two, if you know what I mean.”

Ora peeked at his notebook as he added the information.  He was going to have a hard time reading that chicken scratch later.

“Did the argument get loud?”

“Not really.  I mean Bill is a quiet man.  Sweet as sugar.  They just exchanged a couple words and after a few go-rounds, the two young people picked up and moved.”

“I thought you said it was an argument.”

“Well, when a soft-spoken man has to raise his voice to a regular level, it means he’s upset.”

Roche sighed, then clicked his tongue.  “Was that it?  Nothing else?”

“Well . . . I saw Gertie Mason and Tracy Johnson bickerin’ in the parking lot right after the show.  Gertie doesn’t normally acknowledge her.”

He flipped the page over, and his pen went wild writing down their names.  “They’re not friends?”

“Oh no.  Tracy works for Gertie’s husband, Paul.  He’s a lawyer.  A good one too.”

“Did you hear the nature of the argument?”

“No, sir.”  Ora didn’t pay much attention because Gertie could start an argument in an empty house.  But she could probably guess what all the fuss was about.  Gertie had never exactly been appreciative of the fact that Paul hired a woman who looked like that actress, Halle Berry, except with different kinds of hairstyles—short hair one week, long hair the next.  And Tracy had shown up last night wearing a blouse cut so low, every man in that room could see all the way to Christmas.  “There were a few pointed words directed at Tracy, but I didn’t hear them.”

“Did Ms. Johnson respond in kind?”

Ora shook her head.  “She just drove away, leavin’ Gertie and Paul to finish it off.”

“So, they were fighting?”

She twisted her mouth in thought.  “A little, maybe.  But Paul didn’t let her carry on for long.  He eventually just shook his head and walked away.”

“So, nothing came of it?”

Ora shrugged.

“You said there were more arguments last night?”

Ora stared at that coffee stain on the armrest while she remembered the chaos.  She imagined herself back in the high school theater, sitting in the center section next to Herbert and about three rows behind Krystal and Bill.  She’d been so excited about seeing South Pacific ever since her daughter, Mary Lou, told her Sara would be in it.  Ora had only been a girl when she saw the movie, but it had stuck to her like pollen to a bee.  And it didn’t hurt that Will Jr.—the town’s very own up-and-coming star—had landed the lead role as Emile, that handsome Frenchman.  He was so talented.  He could act, sing, dance, and sew up a costume like nobody’s business.  His parents had always been so proud of him—up until a couple of months earlier when he made his big announcement.  Ora remembered the day she found out like it was yesterday.

Dear Lord, please give Krystal Henry, who lives on 18 Pheasant Lane, the peace she needs to survive the horrible ordeal she is goin’ through with her son.  Amen.  That’s the last thing Ora said that Thursday night before she set her slippers aside and went to bed.  Herbert was already asleep, but she couldn’t figure out for the life of her how he could just snore away when there was a real tragedy going on right in their backyard.  She thanked God every day that the devil skipped over their house.  It was just a darn shame he found his way to Krystal’s instead.  That poor woman.

That Sunday in early March, right after she and Herbert left church service and picked up some pimiento cheese and okra at the Piggly Wiggly on Hawk Avenue, she got ‘The Call’ from Penny Delaney, who spoke to Florence Wilcox, who overheard Krystal talking on the phone to Loretta Hilltopper about Will Jr. declaring himself a homosexual.  She couldn’t believe it.  And on a Sunday of all things!  She was sure the good Lord must’ve felt the shock in heaven as much as they all did down here in Hattiesville.   She didn’t know where that boy got the idea that he was homosexual, but she could guess because she knew what kinds of immoral television shows were on the TV.  He probably watched one of them and was drawn into a state of confusion right then and there.  She knew how teenagers were.  She raised two herself, both God-fearing Christians.  He just needed to stop watching that late night television.  

At the time, she’d thought he’d eventually come to his senses.  But it had been more than two months, and nothing had changed.  And that, no doubt, is what started all the fussing.  At least some of it, anyway.

Last night, as she’d sat waiting for South Pacific to start, she stared at the back of Krystal’s head.  Her dark brown hair was pin straight with caramel highlights.  Only a hint of her blue collar peeked out from a spot just behind her neck.  She’d held her head high, but Ora knew she must’ve wanted to tuck herself into that collar like a turtle tucks himself into his shell.

She’d tried to calm her own nerves while she read the playbill, waiting for the show to start.  There was Will Jr.’s name and photo right on the second page, his eyes staring directly into the camera, his smile playful.  He looked as he always had—handsome and confident.  She just couldn’t see the homosexual in him.  When the lights dimmed, she’d slipped the playbill in her purse and gazed at the parting beige curtains.  That was the moment that the attendees seemed to come to their senses and quiet down.

She finished her tea in a few sips.  “Listen, detective.  We need to stop pussy-footin’ around.  Somethin’ really bad must’ve happened for you to be sittin’ in my living room this early in the mornin’.” 

He leaned forward in his chair, his pen poised over his notepad.  “Something really bad, indeed.”

“Is someone hurt?” she asked, praying he would say no.

He stared at his lap, then caught her gaze.  “Someone’s dead.”

Two and a Half Months before the Play

March 3
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Chapter 2


[image: ]




Krystal always felt ten pounds lighter after attending church on Sunday.  The pastor’s words had a way of getting beneath her skin and into her heart every time.  She knew Bill didn’t always feel the same way, complaining about her need to sit in the same pew four rows from the front and on the end to avoid her view being blocked by someone’s head.  But she felt like she needed to see Pastor Jeffries’s movements too.  The way he swept his right arm over the pulpit as if he were waving it over the entire congregation, or how he shifted up on his tiptoes and leaned forward when making an especially strong point.

On the drive home, Bill hadn’t commented much on the pastor’s sermon about honesty.  She had done all the talking, as usual.  Every once in a while, Will Jr. interjected with his own interpretation of the homily, but it never quite matched Krystal’s understanding of the message Pastor Jeffries delivered.

“That’s the difference, Mom.”  Will stared out the car window as he spoke, the sun catching in his blue eyes and bathing his face in light.  Krystal turned a little more in her seat to listen.  “With God, you can be honest.  But with people, you have to hold it all in.”

“I think what the pastor was saying is that having a pure relationship with God also means you have to live honestly.  That’s what’s important, honey.  Let us not love with words or speech but with actions and in truth.”

Her son sighed, continuing to watch the magnolias and dogwoods pass by in a blur of green, still two months away from blooming with thick white flowers or dainty pink blossoms.  As much as Krystal loved Mississippi in the springtime, she was in no hurry to see those blooms because that would signal Will’s imminent departure for college, and she wasn’t quite ready for that.

It was going to tear her apart when he left.  He was their only child.  Her baby.  She and Bill had buried his sister—their firstborn, only seven weeks and three days after she came into their lives—dead from sudden infant death syndrome.  It had been the most painful thing she’d ever endured, wondering each day how she would manage to take another breath and keep on living.  But eight months later, she discovered she was pregnant with Will Jr. and her breath came easier, lighter, but always tinged with the fear that anything could happen and her new baby might be taken away without warning.

That night as she prepared a meatloaf and potatoes dinner—Bill’s request because a man needs food that’s going to stick to his ribs, not food meant for rabbits, he always said—she thought about how blessed she was that although her family was small, they were close.  And the truth was her long gone daughter, Hope, was with her in spirit, sitting in the empty chair at the kitchen table at every meal.  That tuft of dark hair she’d had as an infant now long and thick, curling over her shoulders and in stark contrast with her bright blue eyes.  She would’ve been a beauty.  Krystal just knew it.

She smiled at Bill and her son as they ate their dinner and made appreciative sounds with each bite.

“You have rehearsal tomorrow night?” she asked.

Will nodded.  “I think I’m gonna go to dinner with Sara and Jake, though, afterward.”

“Well, make sure you’re home by eight so you can do your homework and get a good night’s rest.”

Bill finished chewing and wiped a small dab of gravy from the corner of his mouth.  “You interested in that gal?”

“Sara?  Nah.  We’re just friends.”

Krystal winked at her husband conspiratorially.  Will never seemed to go anywhere without Sara—the movies, the Wet Sprocket Diner, friends’ houses.  “You know, your father and I certainly wouldn’t disapprove of you taking Sara as a girlfriend.  She’s awfully cute and sweet as pie.”

“A relationship would do you good, son,” Bill said, then took another bite, part meatloaf, part potato.

Will toyed with the food on his plate, his fork dabbing and swirling tentatively between brown and yellow clumps.  He seemed nervous, which was completely unlike him.  He was always so confident.  That’s what made him the star thespian year after year at his school.  That, his good looks, and his ability to make himself laugh or cry on a dime while he was on stage.

Will took a deep breath.  “I’ve been thinking about what you said earlier, Mom.”

“What was that, honey?”

“That you have to live honestly to have a good relationship with God.”  He set his fork down and dropped his hands into his lap.  “And I want a good relationship with God.”

“Of course you do, honey.  Everyone does.”  Krystal couldn’t help but smile.  It was a beautiful thing when her son felt the power of the message from church.  If only Bill would allow it to sink in too.

Will licked his lips, his dimples appearing momentarily with the gesture.  “Then . . . I’ve got something to tell you.”
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KRYSTAL DIDN’T KNOW what to think.  Tears welled in her eyes as she brushed her teeth that night.  “Do you think he means it, Bill?  I mean, do you think he even understands what he’s saying?”

She stared into the mirror, seeing Bill’s reflection on the edge of their bed, his hands set firmly on his knees, his head bowed.

“I mean, where did he get an idea like this?  Who do you think put it in his head?” she asked, her cheeks now wet with tears.  She’d kept it together during dinner when Will confessed his feelings, but there was no need to hide anything now in the privacy of their bedroom.  Her heart was shattered, and it had all happened with only two words.  “Someone had to have exposed him to it.  Told him about it.  Or . . . I don’t want to think about it.”

She set her toothbrush down, scooped water into her palms, and splashed it over her face.  She prayed no one had touched her son.  Could that have happened?  She hadn’t even left him with a babysitter until he could talk, out of fear he would be mistreated or abused.  And then, only her mother watched over him when she and Bill went out on a date every Saturday night.  “Or maybe it’s a teen thing.”   

She turned to find Bill shaking his head blindly.

“I mean, you hear about it on those entertainment shows with all those young singers.  They’re all doing it.  Experimenting, I mean.”  She knew she was rambling, but the words tumbled forth uncontrollably, her mind racing from moment to moment of Will’s childhood, searching for signs or clues.  But none were there, so it had to be something new.  “Maybe he’s mistaking friendship with love.”

Did he have a love interest?  Who could it be?  All her son’s friends had girlfriends.  They had even been talking last weekend in her living room about whom they were going to take to the prom in May.  Maybe he just admired someone on television—an actor or athlete.  That was harmless, right?

Bill ran both hands through his hair, still dark and wavy like it was almost twenty years ago when they met, except for a peppering of silver above his ears.  His biceps arched, and the muscles in his back rippled with the movement.  Normally, seeing him like that would have sent her straight into his lap, purring like a kitten, but at the moment, it was the last thing on her mind.

She paced in front of him two or three times, then stopped.  

“How can you just sit there?  Don’t you have anything to say?” she pushed, frustrated by his ever-quiet nature.

“What do you want me to say, Krystal?” he snapped, his jaw tight and fixed in a scowl.  

“Anything!  Say how you feel.  Say we’ll get through this.  Say it will be alright.”

He looked up at her, lines of worry and sadness etched into the corners of his eyes.  “I can’t.”



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Chapter 3
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Loretta drove fifty-six miles out of Hattiesville to Gulfport, where she could easily blend in with hundreds of tourists flocking to the casinos or strolling along the beaches.  No one would know her; or if they did, they’d only recognize her as the woman who was a regular customer at the outlet stores.  There was no harm in that.

What she was really going there for was nobody’s business.

Gulfport was where she met her husband, Robert, at the Deep Sea Fishing Rodeo.  Two years ago—and less than a year after Treat, her husband, died—she was forced to turn off the road after being caught in a parade of vehicles that made Highway 90 seem like a parking lot.  She’d decided to wait out the traffic at a small bar called Hooked, and a couple hours and three apple martinis later, found herself pressed up against the wall near the restrooms with Robert.  From there, they’d stumbled their way to Jones Park, past the marina and over to the carnival, where she ate cotton candy for the first time in her life.  It had been a typical night in July, hot and humid and filled with electricity.  The blaring music that changed from ride to ride and the sweet and salty smells of popcorn and ice cream around every corner had clung to her like Kudzu to a cherrybark oak tree.  As a child growing up in the tiny town of Witmore, she’d never experienced anything like it.  It was a magical evening and the beginning of a new life that drew her out of widowhood and into a world of excitement and new opportunities.

By the end of the night, she was calling him Bobby and he was calling her Baby.

Now, pulling into the Treasure Cove Casino, she tugged on her baseball cap and counted the cash in her purse.  One thousand dollars.  That was her limit.  She promised.

“What can I get you, pretty lady?”  The cashier was an older gentleman, his white hair combed back neatly and his brown eyes clouded.

“I’ll take two hundred in reds and three hundred in greens.”  Just the thought of dipping her hands into that bucket and watching those chips spill through her fingers, covered her arms in goosebumps.

He expertly counted them out with barely a glance.  “Any black?” he asked, going along with her order-by-color request.

They were a hundred dollars apiece.  She bit her bottom lip with indecision.  “How about just two?” 

She peeled off two one-hundred-dollar bills from her dwindling stash, and he dropped two black chips into the silver tray below the glass.  She’d only play those chips if she was certain she had a winning hand.  

She found a seat at the blackjack table near the back with only two other players.  It was a Thursday morning, so she didn’t expect it to get much more crowded than it was.  The dealer smiled in greeting.  

Two hours later, the black chips were gone.  She glanced down at her hand and counted only three red chips and two green ones left.  Sixty-five dollars.  But she still had three hundred dollars in cash in her purse.

She wiggled her fingers at the floating waitress and ordered another sloe gin fizz.  It was just past noon, which offered her barely enough time to win her money back and hit the outlet shops before the crowds started to find their way into the casinos.  It wasn’t that she didn’t like the crowds exactly.  She actually enjoyed getting lost in the shuffle of all those strangers.  It was only that her chances of being spotted by someone she knew increased as more people flocked into Gulfport, which would defeat her whole purpose for coming there in the first place.  

She tucked a stray lock of blond hair into her cap and ran her hand over her ponytail.  She could stay at the same table or move on to the slots.  But those darn machines were so loud with even the smallest win, they drew all kinds of people to stand over your shoulder and watch your every pull of the lever.  Nope.  She’d stay put.  

She reached into her purse for her wallet and felt her phone vibrating.  She fumbled around for it, then stared at the screen with her friend Krystal’s face on it.  She loved that picture of her with one hand raised in a champagne toast.  It was from Loretta’s wedding reception, and Bobby had taken the picture of the two of them in mid-laughter.  Loretta quickly texted her At the bank.  Can’t talk right now, then set it back in her purse.  

“Hey there, sugar,” she said to the cashier.  “Can I get two hundred green chips and a hundred red?”
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“HEY, LORETTA.”  

Loretta peered over her sunglasses as she got out of her car at the outlet mall.  It was that woman from New Orleans who always had her toy poodle with her, a little white ball of fluff.  What was her name?  “Hi, there!”

“You going into Pritchett’s?” the woman asked.  

Was it Vicky?  Virginia?  Something that started with a ‘V’.  Darn it if she didn’t run into her every time she came to Gulfport, but for the life of her, she couldn’t remember her name.  Valerie?  “You know it, uh . . .”

“Abby.”

That’s right.  Abby.

Abby tossed half a dozen shopping bags into her trunk, then slapped her hand over her chest.  “They just got in a huge shipment of Pucci blouses that are sure to break your heart.”  

“Can’t wait!”  The truth was that she couldn’t care less about designer clothes.  That was Bobby’s thing.  And as long as it was sexy. 

As Abby pulled away, Loretta waved, still tingly enough from the three drinks she downed at Treasure Cove to forget about the money she lost and the shopping she was about to do.  

Pritchett’s was air conditioned and exploding with color.  The racks were filled from the front of the store to the back with all kinds of prints and color block dresses celebrating the spring season that was right around the corner.  It was just the thing to brighten her spirits. 

After an hour or so, she found two dresses and three blouses—all marked down and two of them Puccis—and headed to the counter.  

“Did you find everything all right, Mrs. Case?” the salesgirl asked, her sleek blond bob barely moving with the tilt of her head.

“I did.”  In Gulfport, she was used to hearing people refer to her by her maiden name.  Case was the kind of name that could easily be forgotten or mistaken, which was exactly what she wanted.  

“I’m surprised.  Abby Garfield was just in here and bought up half the store.”  The salesgirl smiled, her eyebrows raised with humor.  She scanned the merchandise, carefully folding each item in tissue paper before putting it in the bright pink striped bag Pritchett’s was known for.  “That will be $1,789.52.” 

Loretta slipped the credit card from her wallet and handed it to the salesgirl.  It had her maiden name on it, not Hilltopper.  This way, she could spend her money with anonymity.  After all, she didn’t need some random salesgirl announcing her business to someone from Hattiesville who might wander into the store.

“All right, then.  Here you go.”  The salesgirl handed her the bag, and Loretta left the store.  It was almost two-thirty.  Enough time to do a little more shopping before she had to head back.
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SHE WAS STANDING IN the designer shoe outlet when her phone rang.  She glanced at the screen, and there was Krystal’s smiling face again under the numbers 4:17.  She hadn’t realized how late it was.

“Hey, Krystal.  Sorry I didn’t pick up earlier.  I’ve been crazy running errands.”  She hustled out of the store and tossed her bags in the trunk of her car.  She’d have to beat Bobby home so she could hide her purchases first.  Otherwise, she’d have to leave them in her trunk overnight until he left for work the next morning.

“Do you have a second to talk?” Krystal asked, her voice barely a whisper.  She didn’t sound like her normal perky self.

Loretta started her car, and the call switched to Bluetooth.  “What’s wrong, honey?  You don’t sound so good.”

“That’s because I’m not.”
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Chapter 4
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“Reggie’s on the phone for you.”  Tracy balanced the receiver between her shoulder and cheek as she pressed the button for Paul’s office, his door cracked open just enough for her to be able to see him with his head bent over his desk.  Two years ago, she convinced him he needed to change things up a bit and rearrange his office so his back wasn’t facing the sunlight that regularly streamed in from the huge window behind him.  She’d thought it would be good for him to be able to look outside over the treetops that lined the sidewalk below.  He was a creature of habit, but he’d agreed after some not-so-gentle prodding.  When she first started working for him, she wasn’t sure what to expect.  On the phone with experts and opposing counsel, he was confident, even abrasive at times, but when the call ended, he was as mild as a dove.

He looked up from what he was doing and peeked through the crack, his phone also cradled against his ear.  “Again?”

“Afraid so.  You want me to put him through?”

“Let me guess.  He needs money.”

She gave him that look that she’d been sharing with him for the past six years, ever since she settled into her position as his secretary.  She didn’t have to answer.  He knew what it meant.

He took a deep breath, then nodded.

“One moment, Mr. Dean.”  She pushed the transfer button, and Paul’s phone beeped twice before he put it on speaker.

“Hey, Reggie.  What can I do for you?” he asked, leaning back in his chair.

Tracy shuffled through some loose papers on her desk, ears perked.  Reggie Dean made it a habit to call every couple of months and ask to cash in his annuity, and with each request, Paul advised against it.  It was only a matter of time before all his money ran out.  Paul had represented him after he was in a car accident and went to the hospital complaining of severe neck pain.  After the idiotic medical staff decided he was exaggerating his symptoms, they threw him in the back of a car, injuring him further, which left him completely paralyzed.  Apparently, he was high, drunk, and belligerent at the time—not a particularly good combination according to the hospital folks.  So poor Reggie, at the age of twenty-three, had become a quadriplegic from the incident.  There were a lot of other complicated details regarding the misdiagnosis of a neck fracture and lack of care, but Tracy wasn’t paid to understand all that.

“Why do you need another car, Reggie?  You can’t drive,” Paul said.

Oh lordy.  

“Tell Marvin he can drive one of the other eight vehicles you’ve already purchased.”

Tracy shook her head.  That kid was a born sucker.

The saddest part was that Reggie—or really fifty of his closest friends and relatives—had already plowed through almost two million of his four-million-dollar settlement, and it had only been two and a half years.

“I’m sorry, Reggie.  I can’t let you do it.  You need to make that money last the rest of your life.  Think about your care.”  Paul rubbed his forehead slowly with his left hand, his simple gold wedding band flashing in a beam of sunlight.

Tracy could count on one hand the number of times his wife Gertie had come to the office in the last six years.  She remembered the first time too.  Gertie had walked in wearing sensible shoes, a white silk blouse tied at the neck with a bow, and a pair of navy trousers that didn’t dare hug any bit of her.  Not that there was anything to hug.  She was a bag of bones, that woman.  She looked even skinnier in person than in the picture Paul kept on his desk of her wearing shorts and sitting on a rock in front of a river somewhere.  

“Well, who are you?”  Gertie had appeared like a quick winter storm, tucking her matching navy clutch under her arm.

“I’m the new secretary.”  Tracy stood and held out her hand.  “Tracy Johnson.”

Gertie shook her hand with only her fingers.  Tracy never understood why some women did that.  It was so wimpy.

Paul had escorted his wife into his office, then closed the door, but Tracy heard every word Gertie said plain as day.

“You didn’t tell me you hired a black woman.”

“I told you I was looking for a new secretary.”

“But you didn’t tell me she was black.”

“Does it matter?”

“I don’t know.  I suppose not.”

Tracy smiled and wiggled her fingers at Gertie when she left leaving a trail of heavy perfume behind her, something masculine and spicy.

But that was a long time ago, and since Tracy was more likely to see a Sasquatch walk through the office front door than Gertie Mason, what she’d said didn’t matter one bit.
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IT WAS TWENTY-ONE MINUTES after five when Tracy arrived at Little Wonders to pick up Travis from aftercare.  The third time in a month she arrived late. 

“I got caught at the tracks, Miss Dalia.  That train must’ve had over two hundred cars.”

“You know our policy.  A dollar a minute after the fifteen-minute grace period.”  Miss Dalia, the secretary, glanced at her watch.  “That’s only six dollars.”

This time.  But by the end of the month, she’d owe at least an extra fifty dollars.  “Can you make an exception just this once, please?  It was the train.”

“Sorry, love.  The rules are the rules.”  Miss Dalia handed her a pen and pointed to the space where she needed to sign, admitting she was tardy.

Travis clung to her leg as she scribbled her name, his thumb already in his mouth, his fist smeared with green and purple paint.  He’d probably be asleep before they even got out of the parking lot.  She swung him onto her hip, his backpack over one shoulder and his lunchbox in her free hand.  She kissed his soft, little curls.  “Come on, baby boy.”

The ride home was only ten minutes.  Sound asleep, Travis had cooed softly in his car seat the whole way.  It was always a tough decision for Tracy as to whether she should wake him up so she could feed him dinner right away or let him sleep as long as he needed.  But his sweet little pouty lips and long eyelashes that rested on his chubby cheeks forever made her feel guilty about waking him.

When they arrived home, she set him gently on his bed and covered him with his fire truck blanket, then hurried to the kitchen to start dinner.  She took the ground turkey out of the refrigerator and set it on the white laminate counter, which was discolored and chipped with age.  If her bonus at the end of the year was big enough, she’d look into replacing it with something better.  She’d never be able to afford granite or marble, but maybe there was something out there that was just as pretty but not as expensive.  

She pulled a box of pasta from the pantry and set it beside the pot on the stove.  It was going to be a spaghetti and meatballs night.  Travis’s favorite.  

Her phone vibrated on the counter, playing Jay-Z’s Big Pimpin’.  It still made her grin after all these years.  She’d only been in middle school when she first heard it.  One of her friend’s older brothers had the uncut dirty version of it on a CD and he played it for them in his room when his mother wasn’t home.  She’d liked the trilly flute part at the beginning and couldn’t understand most of the lyrics, but when her friend’s brother grabbed his crotch and rapped a few choice words, she had a good idea of what it was about.  It had been shocking and a little frightening at the time, however now she could laugh off the arrogance of the lyrics and just enjoy the music.  But her smile really came from the fact that Big Pimpin’ was the ringtone for Krystal, one of the most non-Big Pimpin’ types of women she’d ever known.

Krystal was probably calling to see if she had picked up tickets yet for Will’s musical.  Tracy really wanted to go because she adored that boy, but the tickets were ten dollars each, and right now, she wasn’t sure she could afford that.  “Hi, Krystal.”

“Is this a bad time?  Is Travis home?”

“He’s taking a nap.  That preschool just wears him out.  Too much painting today, I suppose.”  Tracy dumped the pasta into the boiling water.  “What’s up?”

“Well, nothing really.  I was just thinking about Travis.”

That’s not what she thought Krystal was going to say.

“You know, how adorable he is,” she continued.

Tracy laughed.  “Well, don’t let him fool you.  He’s a little rascal under all that cuteness.”

Krystal was silent on the other end.  Tracy stirred the spaghetti as it softened.

After a few seconds, Krystal finally spoke.  “Do you ever just look at him and try to figure out who he’s going to be?  Look at him inside and see bits of things that maybe you hadn’t seen before?”

Tracy wasn’t sure she was up for a philosophical conversation.  She shrugged.  “Sure I do.  He changes every day.  In little ways.  But he changes.”

“Yes, that’s what I think.  I think they change over time.  I mean, they can’t be that same little baby you brought home from the hospital, can they?”

“Well, we don’t really know who they are when they’re born.  That’s the fun of watching them grow up.  You get to see where it all leads to.”  She stepped away from the stove and added breadcrumbs to the meat, pinching off just enough to roll between her palms.  “When Will was born, you didn’t know he was going to have so much talent, did you?”

She answered wistfully.  “No.  I didn’t.”

Krystal sat quiet on the other end, leaving Tracy to wonder what this call was all about.

“Are you worried about Will going away to college?  I’m sure he’s gonna be fine.  That boy has got it all.  Brains, looks, talent . . .”  Tracy set another meatball in the frying pan.

“Well, no.  I mean yes.  I’m worried about him.  But not about his talent.”

“Then . . . what’s this about Krystal.  You don’t sound like yourself.”  She opened the cabinet and pulled out a couple of plates.

“Oh, it’s nothing.  Just me being nostalgic.”

Tracy smiled sadly.  She couldn’t imagine saying goodbye to her baby, even though it would be fourteen years from now.  “Will is a strong, confident young man.  You raised him right.  You don’t need to worry too much about him.”

The sound of splattering made her turn toward the stove.  The spaghetti pot was overflowing.  She flipped the knob and grabbed a potholder.  “Krystal, I have to call you back.  I’m having a spaghetti emergency.”

“Okay, I’ll—”

But Tracy had already hung up the phone.
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Chapter 5
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“You need to understand how to balance your life, Ricki.  There is no reason why you can’t have a career and be a mother at the same time if that’s what you want.”  Gertie glanced at the wall clock above her patient’s head.  They had made no progress since the last time they discussed Ricki’s indecision about keeping her job as a marketing executive.  But her husband was putting a lot of pressure on her to quit her job and stay at home with the kids.

“Aaron says I’m cheating the kids from having the kind of life he had when he grew up,” Ricki said for the umpteenth time.  “Is he right?”

Gertie needed to end the session.  This woman was giving her a headache.  “There’s no right or wrong here.  You have to do what’s best for you.”

Ricki picked at her nail polish, and little red flakes rained down onto Gertie’s carpet.

“Do you think you would be happy if you didn’t have a job anymore and you were a full-time mom?”

“I don’t know.”

Gertie shot a quick look at the clock.  One minute left.  “Why don’t you think about all the possible outcomes for both paths.  We can discuss them when you come back next week.”

Gertie drove home, happy she and Paul had worked out that issue early on in their marriage.  Her mind had been set by the time she was sixteen and realized she wanted a career over a family.  There was no decision to make.  With a little prodding, Paul had agreed.

Her own mother hadn’t wanted kids either.  Every day until Gertie turned eighteen and moved out of the house, she’d reminded her how she’d ruined her dream of becoming a dancer.  Nope, she was never going to let that happen to her. 

It was after seven o’clock when she reached their condo and heard Paul fumbling around in the kitchen making dinner.

“Saving the world?” he called, punctuating his question with the clang of a pot on the cooktop.

“One marriage at a time,” she answered.

“There’s a message on the machine from Ora Collins.”

“What does she want?”

“I don’t know.  But whatever it is, it sounds like a doozy.”  Gertie could hear the eyeroll in his voice.

She’d call her later.  It was probably something about Ora’s daughter and her no good ex-husband.  

She slipped off her shoes and set them neatly on the floor of her closet.  Paul’s jacket and tie lay haphazardly on the bed, acquiring wrinkles, no doubt.  She straightened out the threatening creases and hung them up.  You’d think after nineteen years of reminding him, he’d put them away himself.

They ate dinner mostly in silence except for the few random comments either one of them would make about their clients.  Paul offered her some butter pecan ice cream for dessert, but she shooed it away like she always did.  She never ate dessert during the week.

After they watched the news, he stood and stretched, his hands brushing his blue chambray shirt down over his stomach.  His hair was more salt than pepper now and there was a tiny paunch around his middle, but in general, he was holding up fairly well.  “You coming to bed?”

“No.  Not just yet.”

He kissed her cheek and disappeared down the hall into their bedroom.  She dialed Ora’s number, hoping her voicemail would pick up and she could just leave a message.  That woman—already deep into her sixties and always seemingly exhausted—had to be asleep by now.  But sure enough, she answered.  

“Gertie?”

“Hi, Ora.  I heard that you called.”

“Did you hear about Will Jr.?” she asked with excitement and judgment all rolled into one.  “He’s gay.”

Ora had whispered the last part in the phone, but Gertie heard it loud and clear.  It wasn’t that much of a surprise.  That boy was too good-looking to be straight.  “How do you know?”

“I have my sources.”  

In the background, Herbert, Ora’s husband, grumbled, Who died?  Ora must’ve put her hand over the phone, but Gertie still heard the muffled, Nobody.  I’m on the phone with Gertie Mason.  Now go back to sleep.

“Anyway,” Ora continued, “My heart just aches for poor Krystal.  Isn’t there somethin’ you can do?"

“What makes you think she needs help?”

“Well, news like that has got to affect a marriage, don’t you think?  It just dills my pickle to think about the sufferin’ she and Bill are going through.”

“I can’t approach Krystal with this.  She has to come to me.”

“Why don’t you sit next to her in church on Sunday.  Maybe she’ll say somethin’ to you then.”

Krystal Henry liked to sit right up front only a few rows from the pulpit.  Gertie liked to sit near the back where no one could see her if she needed to text someone.  “I don’t know, Ora.”

“Just think about it.”  Ora sighed, spilling forth her next sentence in a breathy exhale.  “I tell you what.  These young people today are all goin’ to hell in a handbasket.  I thank the good Lord every day that my children have remained untouched by Satan and his temptations, and they are good churchgoin’ kids.  Praise Jesus!”

Gertie didn’t have the heart to tell her that her son was part of the Church of Scientology, about as far from God as you could get.  “Right.”
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THE NEXT MORNING, GERTIE sipped her still-too-hot coffee, peeking over the top of the newspaper when Paul walked past.  He stopped at the console by the front door to straighten his tie in the mirror, then scooped up his keys.  “Bill mentioned that Will Jr. is starring in this year’s play again.  I told him we’d buy tickets.”

“That’s fine,” she said.  “Just don’t buy them for the Friday night performance in case I have to work late.”

He turned to her.  “Have you ever considered not scheduling your patients after six o’clock on a Friday night?  I’d like to go to dinner every once in a while.”

“I don’t do it every week.  Besides, that’s the only time the ones who work can make their appointments.”  

“Then tell them to schedule late appointments Monday through Thursday.”

She set down her paper.  “That’s their family time, Paul.”

“What about our family time?” he asked, head tilted to the side.

“They have kids.  It’s different.”  Same argument, different day.  “Our family time can be any night.”

“But it isn’t.”  He’d said it softly, but she sensed the annoyance in his voice.  “Anyway, Bill said they’re not having opening night on Friday this year because the school’s hosting some sort of debate tournament that was supposed to take place at Ridgedale.” 

Gertie remembered hearing about that.  A fire had practically gutted the front and center of Ridgedale’s auditorium.  The fire department said it was arson, but they still hadn’t figured out who was responsible.

Paul continued, “They don’t know if the repairs will be done before then, so Hattiesville High offered to host it.  In any case, they’re pushing the play back a day.  Opening night is going to be on Saturday.”

“That’s not going to work.  What about my Saturday evening group session?”

“Can’t you just cancel it for one night?  If the play starts at seven, you’ll have to rush to make it.”

“I’m not going to cancel it.”  

“Can you move it up, then?”

She took a deep breath.  She hated this argument.  As only one of a handful of psychologists in all of Hattiesville, she had more than her share of patients, and although it kept her busy, she’d had to branch out into areas of practice that she wouldn’t have had they lived in a big city.  That’s why her days were filled with patients with problems ranging from broken marriages, to phobias from A to Z, to depression and anxiety, and everything in between.  “Are we really going to do this again?”

“I’ll leave the office any time for you, Gertie.  Just say the word.”

“I can’t close up early every night because you want to go to dinner.”

“I’m not asking you to do it every night.  Just every now and then.”

“I can take off a morning.”

“You know I usually meet clients or am at court in the morning.”

“Well, then, I suppose we’re at an impasse.”

He huffed.  “That’s it?  We’re done?”

She lifted the paper to resume reading, and he walked out the door.
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SUNDAY WAS A GORGEOUS day.  Gertie threw on a light sweater set that would keep her warm in the cold nave yet cool outside.  She and Paul made their way up the steps to the church door and sat near the back like they always did.  She was checking her phone when Paul called out, “Hey there, Travis.”

Paul’s secretary and her little boy stood in the aisle next to their pew.

“We can make room here if you’d like to join us.”  Paul tickle-poked Travis in his belly as he spoke.

Gertie half-smiled up at Tracy, who was wearing a V-neck print dress that shouted, Look at my body!  Her hair was styled in a short wavy bob, but next week it could be hanging down her back.

Tracy glanced quickly at Gertie, then flashed a bright smile at Paul.  “Thank you, but I think we’ll sit over here.  Travis gets a little fidgety in church.  I wouldn’t want him to disturb you.”

“That wouldn’t bother us at all.  Would it, Gertie?” he said.

“Actually, he might be better over there where he can spread out.  You know how kids like to do that.”  Gertie motioned toward the pew across the aisle two rows back.

“She’s right.”  Tracy set her hand on her son’s head.  “We’ll be happier over there.”

They left, and Paul turned to Gertie.  “Now why’d you say that?  There’s plenty of room over here.”

“Not for a three-year-old little boy who’s going to squirm and complain during the sermon,” she replied.  “You don’t know kids.”

“And you do?”

“I hear enough stories from my patients about their kids to last a lifetime.  So, yes.  I do.”

Ora walked over with her husband in tow, nudging her head toward the front where Krystal was seated with her family, silently insisting she sit by them.  Gertie shook her head No.

“Well, why not?” Ora asked, her grayish-blond hair set like a helmet around her head.

“It wouldn’t be appropriate.”

Loretta Hilltopper happened to walk by, ignoring both of them, but making a big to-do about saying hi to Tracy.  Ora eyed Loretta from her stilettos to her red painted lips.  “She’s puttin’ on the dog, that one, dressing like a Las Vegas showgirl with all those rhinestones.”

Loretta didn’t look that bad.  The only rhinestones Gertie saw were on a single row around her collar.  But Gertie was well aware of Ora’s deep-rooted dislike for Loretta.  It went back more than thirteen years to when Loretta married Treat, her first husband and Ora’s first love.  

“Come on, Ora.”  Her husband tugged her elbow.  “The service is about to start.”

Ora knitted her brow, frowning at Gertie.  “You sure you don’t want to join me up front?”

Gertie was not about to confront Krystal regarding anything, especially with her son sitting right there beside her.  “I’m sure.”

Ora pranced up the aisle, waved a few times to some people, then took her seat right in front of the pulpit.  Gertie reached to hold Paul’s hand, but at that same moment, he lifted it to secretly wave at Travis.
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Chapter 6
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That woman just burned her up.  Ora sat in the kitchen, picturing Loretta all gussied up for church earlier as if it were one of those fancy events she was always attending all because she’d been married to Treat Hilltopper.  What he saw in her, she didn’t know.  Well, maybe she did, but it was only a matter of time before all that went south and her new husband with the wandering eye would dump her like last week’s trash.

“Have you seen the clicker?” Herbert shouted from the family room.

“What?”

“The clicker.  I can’t find it.”

Ora set down her teacup and marched over to the couch where Herbert was seated.  She reached between the cushions not an inch away from his thigh and plucked out the remote.  “If it was a snake, it woulda bit ya.”

“You gonna see Mary Lou today?”  Herbert asked, his thumb working rhythmically on the channel button of the clicker.  Toy Pussy started doing figure eights around his legs, and he nudged her away with his foot.

“It’s Sunday, isn’t it?”  She had an ongoing lunch date with her daughter every Sunday, rain or shine.  Sometimes Mary Lou went to church with her first and they’d go straight to the tea house together afterward, but this time she’d said she was too busy for church.  Ora thought that was an abomination, but she’d given up that argument with her daughter long ago.  “I’m gonna take her that strand of pearls you gave me on our thirtieth anniversary.  She’s got a date tonight.”

“On a Sunday night?  Doesn’t that man have a job to go to Monday mornin’?”

“You know how young people are these days.  Any night is date night.”

“Well, sounds to me like he’s unemployed.”

She sure hoped that wasn’t true.  The last thing Mary Lou needed in her life was another loser husband.  The first one, Buddy, had given himself up to the devil and taken to drinking alcohol.  Choose the Divine over wine.  That’s what Ora always said.  If his good sense hadn’t been clouded over by Satan’s poison, he would’ve never gotten mixed up with that stripper at the Organ Grinder just outside of town.  The church tried to shut that place down, but apparently a few of the congregants had some kind of financial stake in it or something, so it became complicated.  Good ole Buddy ran off with that gal and left poor Mary Lou and Sara, who was only two at the time, to fend for themselves.

Ora grabbed her keys and purse and left Herbert sitting in front of the television.  There was no doubt in her mind she’d find him in the same exact spot when she came home three hours later.  That man was a creature of habit, from his TV watching to the way he put on his shoes every morning—sock, shoe, sock, shoe. 

She met Mary Lou at their usual spot, the Piccadilly Tea House, and sat at a table by the window where she could look out at the small, blooming garden terrace.  

“You gonna tell me about this young man you’re seein’ tonight?” she asked, eyeing her daughter’s wavy brown hair that could use some nice blond highlights.  “Where’d you meet him?”

“Yoga.  He’s not a regular, but he catches a class every now and then.”

Mary Lou and her yoga.  She put more stock into those classes and her magic voodoo crystals or rocks or stones, or whatever they were, than in her religion.  “Your father wants to know what he does for a livin’.”

“Why?”  Mary Lou spread a nice helping of clotted cream and raspberry jam on her scone.  A little too much, Ora thought.

“He’s your father.  It’s his job to know these things.”

“Well, you can tell him I have no idea.”

“What?  That should be the first question you ask.  That and who his people are.  His family name.”

“That I know.  It’s Rosenblum.”

Dear Lord.  Ora looked left, right, then lowered her voice.  “Is he Jewish?”  Just her luck.  Her daughter would find the only Jew in all of Mississippi to date.  She watched as Mary Lou took a bite of the scone.  Why this proper southern teahouse sold scones and not biscuits was beyond her.  Just another sign the world was flipping upside down.

“Why are you whispering?  I don’t think his religion is a secret, Mama.”  

“Number one, you’re being sassy.  And number two, don’t talk with your mouth full.”  She stared at her daughter, unable to figure out what had gotten into her.  “There are plenty of perfectly nice other men around here you could date.  What about Penny Delaney’s nephew?  He’s in bankin’ just like your father was.”

“Gerald?”  Her daughter asked, with her face scrunched up as if she just swallowed a bug.  “Mama, he could drink Buddy under the table.”

“Are we talkin’ ‘bout the same person?”  Ora stretched her arm high above her.  “About yea tall and always with a smile and rosy cheeks?”

“Rosy cheeks and a red nose.  All from being plumb drunk.”

Ora couldn’t believe it.  She wondered if Penny knew.  She’d have to put that bit of news in her back pocket for now.  “What ever happened to that last boy you dated?  Larry somethin’-or-other.”

Mary Lou was never short on dates.  She was a pretty girl with a body she was lucky to have—eating the way she did—and a wit that could keep any man entertained.  But the men just came and went like rainstorms in July.  Every time she broke up with one of them, Ora second-guessed her decision to send her to college.  She was too smart for all of them, and they knew it.

“Larry Parker.”  Mary Lou shook her head.  “He got caught up in that pyramid scheme in Jackson.  Probably go to jail for it.”

“Good Lord, Mary Lou!  What kind of people are you socializin’ with?”

“You can’t know everything about a person right away.  Most of the bad stuff emerges after a couple of months or so.  It takes time to get to know someone.”

“You don’t have time, honey.  You are thirty-eight years old.”

“What will happen?  Will I turn into a pumpkin?”

“There you go again being sassy.  You don’t want to be an old lady with no one takin’ care of you.  You need a man to help you with things.”

“I had one and he pretty much fucked everything up.”

Ora gasped.  “Don’t talk like you were born in a barn.  I raised you better than that.”

“Well, it’s true, Mama.  I don’t need a man to help me with things.  I have a good job, and with the federal grants we got for Sara’s tuition at Auburn, I’ll only have to pay her room and board.”

Ora couldn’t even finish her scone, listening to all this talk.  And it was cranberry orange too.  She couldn’t imagine her daughter living on her own for the rest of her life.  It was true that she had a good job with that telecommunications company, but her job title sounded made-up, if you asked her.   What was a public affairs specialist anyway?  

She reached into her bag and pulled out a black velvet box.  “I brought you the pearls Daddy gave me.  You can wear them on your date tonight.”

“Uh, I’m not going to a cotillion.  We’re meeting at Big Wong’s on Halbert Street.”

“Do you want them or not?  You’ll look nice.”  Even a Jewish man at this point would be better than no one.

Mary Lou stuck out her hand, and Ora set the box in it.  “I’ll take them for Sara.  She can wear them to the prom.”

“Who’s she goin’ with?  Jake?”

“I don’t know.  Maybe.  Or Will.”

Ora sucked in her breath.  She had completely forgotten to tell Mary Lou the news.  “I don’t think she’ll be goin’ with Will, honey.”

“Does he already have a date?”

“Oh, I doubt that.”

“Why?”

Ora leaned across the table, looking around again to make sure no one was listening.  “He’s gay.  G-A-Y.  Gay.”

Mary Lou rolled her eyes.  “You don’t need to spell it.”

“I just wanted to make myself clear.”

“So maybe she won’t go with Will.  Whatever.”

“Is that all you have to say?  I just told you that Will Henry is gay.”  She’d whispered it again just in case the ladies at the next table weren’t minding their own business.

Her daughter spooned some more cream and jam on her scone, a complete look of indifference on her face.

“What do you want me to say?”  Mary Lou signaled the waitress.  “Can I get some more tea, please?”

Ora shook her head in disbelief while the waitress touched up Mary Lou’s tea.  “You’re not even shocked.  When I heard the news, I felt the need for prayer.”
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