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Deep Fried Trouble









Chapter 1




 
I should’ve turned around and gone back into the house as soon as I saw him. That would’ve been really silly since he’d already spotted me.
 Eugeena Patterson, what’s wrong with you?  Get it together, woman.
 I took a peek at my neighbor again. A quiver started in my stomach as I walked down the stone pathway in front of my home. The change of life had already paid a visit so I certainly couldn’t blame my hormones for making my knees turn to jelly. More than likely my anxiousness had to do with being a widow almost three years. The loneliness of my home, once occupied by a family of five, had grown claustrophobic.  Being officially retired, only a few days ago, after thirty years of service as a social studies teacher didn’t help matters. All this free time on my hands made me act peculiar.
 I couldn’t believe that at my age, with three grown children and now three grandbabies, I had become infatuated with some man. An old one. But not bad looking, as far as I can tell with my new bifocals.
 If only he wouldn’t be looking at me.
 Over the shrubbery that separated our property, Amos Jones waved at me. What could I do but be neighborly? I plastered a smile on my face and waved back.
 Lord, please don’t let me say anything crazy. So often I ended up feeling like I’d just put one of my size nine feet in my mouth.
 With as much tact as I could, I smoothed my Patterson Family Reunion shirt around my hips, which didn’t outline my rolls anymore. Praise the Lord!
 One good thing about walking, I’d lost thirty pounds. My steps even felt lighter. I never had an hourglass figure mind you, but at least my pants weren’t riding up between my thighs. That would have been too embarrassing.
 Sure enough as I reached the sidewalk, Amos drove his lawn mower alongside me. The way he grinned, one would’ve thought his mode of transportation resembled a shiny red sports car. Men and their toys, especially the ones with wheels.
 My impression of him remained the same as the first time I saw him over a year ago. He reminded me of Harry Belafonte. One of those men who managed to look more distinguished with age.
 Now me? At fifty-nine, I looked nothing at all like the younger version of myself. Not that I was ever a beauty queen.
 “How ya doing this morning, Mr. Amos?” My cheeks burned from grinning. “You got your grass looking all good, as usual.”  My right eyelid started to twitch. I hoped he didn’t think I was batting my eyelashes.
 I wasn’t. The sun’s rays had thrown an awful glare on my glasses. I positioned my hand against my forehead.
 “Good mornin’, Eugeena.” Amos tipped his straw hat. That hat had probably seen better days. It curled up around Amos’ balding head, fitting like a worn baseball glove. Little tuffs of white hair peeked out around the sides and the back. Amos must’ve handled a tractor at some point in his life. Those denim overalls spoke farm boy to me.
 But his deep brown eyes mirrored a sophistication that defied the look he had going.
 I shook my head, realizing those same eyes were gazing back at me with a puzzled expression. Focus, Eugeena. I cleared my throat, “Did you say something?”
 “I said I see you’re out for your morning walk.”
 He’d noticed.
 “Yes, I got to manage this sugar,” I said, thinking about the day a year before when my worst fear came to light.  The day my doctor told me I had diabetes. Old folks liked to call it sugar. There was nothing sweet about the diagnosis. Since my husband’s passing and now with an empty nest, I’d taken eating alone to a whole new level.
 Amos commented, “Keep it up. You’ll be fine. Hey, I see your grass needs attention. Wouldn’t take me long to fix it up real nice for you.”
 My middle child, Cedric, lived nearby but he didn’t cut the grass with any consistency. I knew I could’ve pulled out Ralph’s old lawn mower, but I hated grass. My nose tickled from the freshly cut clippings stuck to the sidewalk and Amos’ lawn mower.
 Before I could protest, Amos crossed over from his front yard into mine. I leapt out of the way and threw my hand up to thank him. I guess this meant I was going to have to invite him over for a meal.
 He looked like a fried chicken man to me. Of course, I needed to adjust my recipe a little bit. I already killed one man with my cooking.
 I certainly didn’t want to give Mr. Amos any ideas though. The poor man’s wife hadn’t been dead quite a year. Most men couldn’t make it without a woman. I wasn’t sure I wanted to be the missing piece in someone else’s old puzzle.
 My mind whirred with so many thoughts I hadn’t realized I’d walked the opposite direction from my usual route.  That Amos got my mind all off track.
 Not a problem. I would just have to deal with the steep hill ahead. My body wouldn’t be happy, but I did have another thirty pounds to lose.
 Our neighborhood, known as Sugar Creek, was older than most of the new developments here in North Charleston.  Many houses were brick, but most were wooden, their architectural style dating back to the mid-1940s. Most homes were two stories, fit with a garage or a carport. Large oaks covered with Spanish moss lined the street, but some trees were destroyed decades before, thanks to Hurricane Hugo.
 I increased my pace, feeling the tension in the back of my calves as I climbed the hill. In a few hours the sun would be roasting. June arrived a few days before, breathing hot air down our necks like some irate dragon.
 At the top of the hill, a white house came into view. Despite the weathered exterior, it still looked beautiful, surrounded by the oaks and magnolia trees.
 I used to visit the occupant of the house, but we, that is Mary Fleming and I had long since parted ways. Our exchange was always awkward. I would wave hello and she’d wave back. We would display weak smiles. The kind of smile, where you barely showed any teeth or just let your mouth curve slightly upward. As soon as I passed her house, my steps seemed to grow more difficult the farther I walked away.
 My chest heaved from having to climb that stupid hill. I thanked the Lord I’d reached the top.
 I didn’t have long to rejoice about my victory when something ran alongside my line of vision. The brown and white blur not only romped next to me, but was barking its little head off too. I slowed down and looked over at Mary’s Corgi.
 “Porgy.” Yes, Mary named that dog after the character from Porgy and Bess.  The name always seemed odd to me. The little noisemaker’s round tummy shook as he waddled beside me. He should have been named Porky instead. “What are you doing outside?”
 One thing I knew about Mary, she guarded Porgy with her life. She’d never let that pooch out of her sight and he certainly wouldn’t have been in the front yard.
 I peered through the fence a little closer. Something wasn’t right with Porgy’s fur. The normally well-groomed dog looked matted and just plain dirty. “Porgy, you been into some mud hole. Mary is going to have a fit.” I couldn’t keep walking. Besides, my legs were killing me.
 This must have been a sign from the Lord. Mary and I had held onto our grudges long enough. It wouldn’t hurt to have a real conversation for a change. Amos and I weren’t the only widowed folks on this street. Poor Mary had lost not only her spouse, but her only child seven years ago in a horrible car accident. Sometimes I felt like the Lord was leading me to rekindle the friendship. I dealt with loneliness, but my children and grandchildren came to visit me. Poor Mary, she’d lost everyone dear to her and had become a bit of a hermit.
 Porgy barked his little head off as I unlatched the white fence door. Yes, a white picket fence. This house had all the elements of a perfect home down to the wrap-around porch and shutters. Most houses down the hill had bits and pieces, but none of the houses, including mine, spoke grandness like Mary’s.
 Once inside the fence, I followed the erratic dog around to the back. “Mary?” Around the side of the house, daylilies ranging from pink to yellow were in full bloom. The woman had always been a master gardener. I tried, but can’t say I had much of a green thumb.
 This really felt strange. I hadn’t been in the Fleming’s backyard in years. Not much had changed. Same wrought iron furnishings with overstuffed green cushions. The big gas grill sat covered on the side. I remembered when Mary planted the hydrangeas and azaleas along the deck’s sides.
 It was beautiful back there. Quiet.
 Too quiet.
 The boards of the deck creaked as I placed my weight on the steps. Since the blinds were pulled back, I could see clearly through the patio sliding door. I tapped the glass and shouted, “Mary, are you in there? Porgy is outside about to have a fit.”
 The dog yapped, sounding more like a chimpanzee as he ran in circles. My goodness, poor little fellow. How long had Mary left him outside?
 I cupped my hands to my face and peered inside. On the other side of the door, the kitchen sparkled. No. Really. I could see the shine from where I stood. Old Mary was somewhat of a neat freak and she loved her stainless steel appliances. I’d always thought she would’ve been perfect in a Mr. Clean commercial or something.
 I shifted my eyes around the kitchen. I froze. Now mind you, a glass of water sitting on the counter shouldn’t produce alarm. For some reason, my mind recollected every tidbit I knew about my former friend. The Mary I knew wouldn’t just leave a glass sitting on her granite countertop. After you drank from it, you rinsed the glass and put it in the dishwasher. My own children were familiar with the routine whenever they visited the Fleming’s home.
 Next to me, poor Porgy whimpered. I walked to the other glass door and again cupped my hand around my face.
 “Sweet Jesus.” I stepped backwards.
 Porgy yelped.
 “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to step on your tail.” I also wished I hadn’t seen what I saw.
 The woman I once counted as a close friend lie on her kitchen floor. Her blank stare seemed to beg for help. Oh, but I couldn’t help her.
 
 














Chapter 2




 
It was a good thing I hadn’t eaten breakfast yet. It would’ve ended up on Mary’s patio floor, which I’m sure the crime scene investigators wouldn’t have appreciated. I scooped up poor Porgy as fast as I could, and took off running like a mad woman back down the hill.  I know I scared poor Amos. He’d looked up and almost collided with the boxwoods shrubbery bordering my property. Amos cut off the lawn mower and rushed toward me.
 I grabbed his arm. “It’s Mary. I think she’s dead.”
 Amos whipped out his cell phone and punched in some numbers.
 I plunked the dog and myself down on my front porch steps. For the next thirty minutes, official looking vehicles ascended the hill. It wasn’t long before my neighbors ventured out of their homes, probably disturbed by all the sirens.
 I, on the other hand, was disturbed for another reason. I would never have the chance to make up for lost time with Mary. I felt so many times the Lord drawing me to be the bigger person4, after all, I did make the biggest fuss. Now all was lost.
 Porgy sat by my side, panting his little heart out. His black eyes looked so sad; I could barely stand to look at him. I placed my hands over my eyes to block out my surroundings, wishing I could curl up in a ball.
 All of a sudden Porgy started barking. I moved my hands from my face to find a person staring at me from across the street.
 Wayne Goodman.
 I watched that boy grow up. Really, I couldn’t call him a boy, more like a man who never quite grew up. Trouble followed Wayne like a cat set on a mouse’s trail. In and out of prison, so I heard, I knew he was in his late thirties, around the age of my youngest son. Other than occupying his deceased mother’s home, he didn’t seem to be up to much of anything with his life.
 A few months before, we had a string of burglaries. In my opinion, the crimes really started when Wayne showed back up. I could be a little on the judgmental side, but that boy seemed a bit too old to be wearing his pants slung down round his hips. What happened to wearing belts? And someone please give me some clippers so I can have at that head of hair. Half braided, half afro. Make up your mind, mister.
 “Eugeena. Eugeena.”
 I took my eyes off Wayne to catch Louise Hopkins shuffling down the sidewalk from her house, which was on the other side of mine. If I had to say seventy-year old Louise was my oldest friend in the world. Her once blond hair had turned completely white. She was the spunkiest white woman I’d ever met.
 We didn’t too much like each other at first. Funny, how God worked through an armor of fears and stereotypes to form a friendship.
 I stood. “Louise, you better slow down. We don’t need you breaking your hip.”
 “Oh please. Don’t nothing hold me back. What about you? I heard you found Mary.”
 How did she hear so fast? I wasn’t trying to figure it out either. Louise had probably lived in Sugar Creek the longest, back during a time when the neighborhood wasn’t quite as diverse. One time she even told me her great great-granddaddy owned a plantation right here in Charleston. That turned out to be one interesting conversation.
 Anyhow, there was nothing Louise didn’t know. She’d outlived two husbands and two children. The one child she had left, William, was traipsing off somewhere in the Louisiana bayou or was it the Florida Everglades. I couldn’t keep up with Louise’s stories of her son’s adventures. I rarely saw the man and often wondered if ole Louise wasn’t telling some fibs every now and then.
 “Well, what happened?” Louise leaned on my porch railing trying to catch her breath.
 Porgy yipped and yapped.
 “Shush, little dog. It’ll be okay.”
 “You got Mary’s dog there. That little mutt must really like you. I’m a cat person myself. Always will be.”
 Porgy growled. Smart little thing. He even knew when someone insulted him.
 I picked up the dog and he nestled under my arm. “I had to do something. He would’ve been in the way of…”
 “The cops. Eugeena, there were so many cars heading towards Mary’s house. You know I had a bad feeling. We talked about this the other night, remember?”
 “Yeah.” I wish Louise hadn’t reminded me. Louise started the neighborhood watch program years ago and was still in shock she had asked me to head it up. I didn’t know anything about running a watch.  Sticking my nose out the window from time to time to make note of suspicious characters seemed to be the only thing I knew to do.
 By now, several neighbors were swarming in from every direction like ants at a church picnic, coming to invade my front yard. As the official president of the Sugar Creek Neighborhood Watch, people needed me to keep them informed.  I hope no one thought I was going to invite them in for coffee and donuts.  I was in no mood to be hospitable.
 I discovered my former friend’s dead body and I might not ever be the same. Sweet Jesus, help me.
 
  
 














Chapter 3




I nodded at Wayne as he approached. Then, I stood and hugged Tamara Robertson, one of the new neighbors. She was such a petite little thing.  Her deep chocolate skin had not a single blemish. It really was hard to tell if she was 18 or 30.  As far as I knew, she was a newlywed because she mentioned her husband, Melvin, all the time.
 “Miss Eugeena, are you okay?” Tamara’s brown eyes were wide, staring at Porgy.
 Porgy was barking and running in circles like he was having a doggy breakdown.
 I shook my head and turned towards Tamara. “Honey, I’m fine.” I stepped away from Tamara and looked at my neighbors. “You know all of you didn’t have to come over to check on me.”
 Towering over Tamara, Carmen Alpine stepped forward with her hands on her hips. “Miss Eugeena, you have to tell us what happened!”
 Built like an Amazon woman, Carmen looked like she could take a man down. I forgot what she did for a living, but she certainly took care of her body. Voluptuous, but definitely fit like that singing gal, Beyoncé, and with all the attitude of a Cleopatra Jones, she was not a sister to pick a fight with that’s for sure. Her eyebrow shot up as she continued. “When we met at your house last week, we were talking about burglaries, now we got a murder. I thought this was supposed to be a decent neighborhood.”
 Folks started up with the protests.
 “Now hold on, people.” I looked around at all the faces in my yard, conscious again of the hot temperature. Sweat poured down every crevice in my body. Not a good feeling.  Understandably people were scared. But I was not the one to be interrogated. If anything I needed to know what these people knew.
 Anybody in this neighborhood could have easily walked to Mary’s house and killed her. I had no idea why since the woman barely socialized with people. Still from what I knew from watching Perry Mason and Murder She Wrote, Mary might have known her killer. Somebody close by could have watched her activities, which were probably pretty routine since she didn’t leave the house often. “How did all of you hear this information? Who told you somebody died?”
 Everyone was quiet and looked around at each other.
 Wayne’s deep voice broke the awkward silence. “I don’t know about anyone else, but the way you came tearing down the hill a while ago, I knew something really bad happened.”
 Was I screaming or something? I know pure terror had engulfed my soul.
 Louise sat down on my step. “All those sirens gave me a clue. Looked like a scene from a cop show. Plus some detective has been around asking questions.”
 Carmen interrupted, “Yeah. Totally took me by surprise this morning. How did she die? Was it a gun? I always tell people you need something to defend yourself with. I got….”
 “Carmen, that’s enough. Y’all, I don’t know any more than what you know. I saw a disturbing scene this morning and quite frankly I’m too shook up to really talk now.”
 Tears sprang to my eyes. Oh Lord, why did you take Mary? My sorrow swooped on me like a hawk going after its prey. I sat back down on my step, the hard brick work pressed into my thighs.
 Porgy reminded me of his presence by licking my arms. Ew! Sweat and doggy spit. Okay, we were going to have to set some ground rules with that canine and I needed some AC. The humidity had encased my heavy frame like a warm blanket. But first I needed to run my neighbors out my yard. “Y’all, it’s getting hot out here. We’ll talk later.”
 There were a few grumbles, mainly from Louise. She hadn’t gotten her scoop, but I knew she didn’t want to stay out in the sun despite her need to be in the know. Carmen and Tamara talked as they walked out the gate. Wayne slinked off, following behind the two women.
 The little Corgi started barking again like he owned my porch. I looked towards the sidewalk to see what had his attention this time. A woman dressed in khaki pants and a white shirt stood at the edge of my property talking to Amos. He must have sensed me staring because he glanced over. Our eyes met.
 The woman turned, taking note of where I sat and walked away from Amos.
 I stood. Up close, I could see her red hair was pinned at the top of her head, but some sprigs had escaped and were stuck to her freckled face.
 “Ma’am, how are you doing? I understand you found the body?”
 “Yes.”
 “Can you tell me a little about what you found?” The woman flipped a page in her pad and poised her pen. “Were you going to visit the deceased this morning?”
 The deceased had a name. “Yes. I mean no. I was on my morning walk and noticed Porgy here.” I pointed to the little dog who sat looking up at the woman with an inquisitive face.  I had some questions of my own. “By the way, who are you?”
 The woman looked sheepish. “I’m sorry.” She reached in her pocket and pulled out a badge. “I’m Detective Sarah Wilkes. Now you said you were walking and the dog was out. Why was this unusual?”
 “If you knew Mary, you’d know she’d never let this dog out of her sight.”
 “He seems pretty friendly with you. Did you go over there a lot?”
 “Well, no. I did when she first got him. He’s about five years old. I guess he remembers me.”
 “So, you hadn’t visited with Mary in five years?”
 Here we go. “We didn’t visit with each other as often. Mary and I sort of grew apart.” That’s all she needed to know.
 “I see. So, you thought it was strange that the dog was out. What did you do next?”
 “I called Mary’s name several times. When she didn’t answer, I walked all the way around to the back of the house. I thought maybe she was engrossed with the flowers and didn’t notice Porgy was missing from her side.”
 “What did you see when you arrived?”
 “I peeked in through the glass doors. I saw the glass of water on the counter. I guess that might not mean nothing, but Mary didn’t like things lying around.”
 “She could have sat it there to check on something at the front part of the house.”
 “But she wouldn’t have locked her dog out of the house. That also doesn’t explain…”
 I gulped. The image of Mary’s face made me shudder.
 “Are you alright, Mrs. Patterson? Do you have something else to share?”
 “Yes. No. I’m fine.”
 “Are you sure?” The young woman cocked her eyebrow, and studied my face before speaking again. “Anyone we can contact for you?”
 “I’m fine. Really.”
 “Can you think of anyone who might want to harm the deceased?”
 There she goes again. The woman’s name was Mary. “No. Mary really was more of a recluse since she’d lost her family years ago. She didn’t bother anyone and nobody bothered her.”
 “So, she didn’t have any tiffs with anyone. Sometimes people who live alone like that get annoyed easily.”
 The only disagreement I knew Mary had was with me. In fact, most of the neighborhood knew. Sure, it was past history, but there were some folks who might decide to volunteer the past feud with the detective. I couldn’t let that happen, so, I offered her my two cents. “There have been several burglaries lately. I’m not sure how long poor Porgy was outside, but suppose Mary ran into an intruder?”
 “That’s a possibility.” The woman scratched down some notes and then snapped her pad closed. “The investigation is still early in the process. We can’t verify if this was a robbery just yet, but thanks for the tip though.” She reached inside her front pocket and handed me a card. “Just in case you think of something else, don’t hesitate to give me a call.”
 “Thank you, Detective. I will.”
 Now more than ever I regretted being appointed the neighborhood association president.  At the meeting a few weeks ago, we discussed the protocols to follow if we saw something suspicious. Even Wayne offered some tips. Apparently, that boy picked a few locks at some point in his life. This raised my suspicions about him even more.
 Even if he was a thief, I couldn’t quite picture him as a killer. I didn’t want anyone in the neighborhood to fit that description.
 How did I get this much responsibility on my shoulders? I’m retired.
 I looked down at Porgy. “We’re going to find out what happened to your mama. In the meantime, you need a place to stay.”
 I couldn’t believe what I was doing. Boy, if Ralph was alive he’d thrown a fit. God had a way of working situations out. The least I could do for poor Mary was to take care of her most prized possession. I also needed to find out who took her life.
 














Chapter 4




We patrolled Sugar Creek from my porch. Amos and I.  Oh yeah, and little McGruff the Crime Dog. Porgy’s ears shot up from time to time. With his tummy full of Kibbles ’n Bits, thanks to Amos, he seemed at peace despite being in a strange home. I wish I felt a bit peaceful.
 My eyes wandered up the hill wondering what evidence the investigators had found. The card from Detective Wilkes sat near my phone in the hallway. Who knows? I might think of something else. I already knew sweet dreams wouldn’t be visiting me.
 It was still muggy even though the sun had dipped lower in the sky. Every once in a while a breeze caressed my skin. To keep us cool, I’d fixed some fresh brewed sweet tea. I said brewed not that powdered stuff. You can choke and die on that nasty concoction some folks liked to call tea.
 I was still trying to get myself used to Splenda. It ain’t half bad.
 I kicked my foot to get the rocking chair to glide back and forth. The chairs were old, but comfortable. With a recent coat of white paint, thanks to my oldest son, the chairs looked brand new.
 Amos still wore his denim overalls, but at least he’d retired his hat onto his knee. He looked content. I didn’t want to disturb him, but I needed advice and he seemed like the logical place to start. Plus, it gave me a chance to actually talk to him about something besides the weather and the grass.
 I knew he’d worked in law enforcement in some type of capacity. Today, he’d managed to get the necessary authorities to Mary’s house in no time and seemed to be quite friendly with the crew traipsing around behind the crime tape.
 “Amos, you know about the neighborhood association?”
 “Yeah, the group is a good idea. Now more than ever. People are getting stranger and stranger.”
 Tell me about it. Signs of the times for sure. “I can’t help but think how none of us helped poor Mary. What can we do to prevent this from happening again?” Better yet, I wanted to find the culprit. All afternoon I’d watched neighbors come and go. I didn’t realize how many folks I didn’t know. The neighborhood had changed, and now a new crop of young couples and their children lived here. A few retirees like me, Louise and Amos were scattered here and there.
 Amos and his wife were from the crop of northern folks who chose to retire on the coast of South Carolina instead of Florida. Charleston was a town rich in history, some bad and some good.
 Amos stopped rocking. “I’m still new here, has anything like this happened before in the neighborhood? I was reading the other day; North Charleston had been ranked the seventh-most dangerous city in the nation back in 2007. In recent years, the crime rate decreased. I believe we are around sixty-three now. That’s a definite improvement.”
 “Yeah, I saw that list.” I shivered. “Still Jesus must be coming back soon. The world has clearly lost it.”
 There were rumors about young men selling drugs out of their home. The house was three doors down from mine. Both young men waved when I passed by, but they did have an awful lot of folks in and out their house at night. They suddenly moved. Nobody knew where they went or where they came from.
 Then, there are the robberies. Poor Annie Mae and Willie Mae Brown, the two sisters who lived a few doors down came home one night from playing bingo only to find many valuables stolen, including their television. For days those two old women couldn’t stop talking about missing their stories. Now who would’ve thought the world would come to an end when you couldn’t see your soap operas? Even though I was here during the day now, I still couldn’t bring myself to get attached to television actors and their imaginary problems.
 Now Dr. Phil. I can watch that man all day. He tells it like it is. Just the way I like it.
 Amos held up his index finger. “You know what you need is to get some history. Police reports are public record you know.”
 I raised an eyebrow at Amos’ suggestion. “Really? I know they have a database for sex offenders. Do I need to be checking all that out?” I can’t believe the word sex came out of my mouth in front of this man. When he was alive, I don’t think my own husband heard me say that word. Ever.
 “If you want to make this neighborhood association stronger than those signs y’all got up and down the street, you need to know what you are up against.”
 “Can you help with some of this?”
 Amos grinned. He still had all his teeth. They didn’t appear to be dentures either. “I will be happy to help where I can.”
 That made me feel a tad bit better. I’ve wondered how Amos spent his retirement days in an empty house, a predicament I was still adjusting to myself. The more I thought about what happened to Mary, the more I started to fathom my own lonely state.
 I had Cedric’s steel baseball bat. But what good would that do me if someone walked in on me with a gun?
 And Mary. I sucked in a breath. Maybe I shouldn’t leave that butcher block of knives sitting around on my kitchen counter.
 A noise broke through my worry session. I looked down at my feet where the dog laid. His eyes were closed tight. I listened. Well, Porgy was no guard dog that’s for sure. That little mutt had the nerve to be snoring. We can’t have that. I’m the only one who snores in my house. Sometimes I woke myself up.
 I would lie awake for sure. Visions of murder and mayhem would assail me for the rest of the night.
 “Eugeena.” Amos had stopped rocking. “I believe you’ve got company.”
 Sure enough, a car had slowed down in front of my house. I know I needed to work on being more hospitable, but it was getting late in the day.
 I eased my hips out of the rocking chair to get a better look at the vehicle. Dusk had arrived quickly, casting a reddish tone across the landscape. The car turned into my driveway. When I caught sight of the old Nissan Altima, I wasn’t sure if I should shout for joy or slump in misery. My prodigal daughter had returned.
  
 














Chapter 5




There would be no sleep tonight. Leesa Patterson, my youngest and only girl walked towards the porch holding what appeared to be a blanket. As her mother, I should have been happy to see her, especially since four months had passed since I saw her last. Oh, she called. She called when she needed me to wire money. Then, she’d forget about me.
 Funny, that’s how she was conceived. One night, I forgot how much I despised Ralph and I guess he remembered I was his wife. Nine months later, with two sons in high school, Leesa made her entrance. She’d always been good at surprises. Like showing up out of the blue.
 “Hey Mama.” Leesa looked behind her. “Kisha, say hello to Grandma.”
 I watched as a small hand snaked around Leesa’s bare leg and then a head appeared. The large eyes looked up at me.
 My little Kisha. I still felt she was a little small for a four year old. “Hey precious, come to Grandma.”
 Shyly stepping from behind her mother, Kisha smiled and then reached her arms up. I pulled her up into my arms and squeezed. Lord, how I missed this grandchild.
 My oldest boy made sure his twin boys spent time with me. Both of those monsters made me lose my senses sometime, but I hated the quiet house even more after they left.
 I stared at Leesa, who seem to be looking everywhere, but at my face. Something wrestled in the pit of my stomach. My poor stomach had experienced a lot in one day. I couldn’t remember what I ate, which probably wasn’t good for my blood sugar. Earlier the levels were normal. I did remember to do that much for myself. Got to take care of this body of mine. I’ve already failed it thus far.
 Amos cleared his throat behind me. I whirled around embarrassed; I’d almost forgotten him. “Amos, you remember my daughter Leesa?” How could he? She doesn’t come around that much.
 “I do remember her. Nice to see you again.” Amos stood and held out his hand.
 Leesa cringed. Something in her arms squirmed. A little arm popped out of the blue blanket, and my heart skipped a beat.
 “Leesa, who’s this?”
 My daughter turned her body to the side to show me an adorable little face. “Mama, this is Tyric.”
 “My baby brother,” Kisha yelled.
 All kinds of questions ran through my head. I know it had been sometime since I’d seen Leesa, but when was she pregnant with that baby? Why didn’t she tell me? Who was the father?
 Amos made a choking sound.
 I wanted to choke my child. Instead of peppering her with questions, I turned around. “Amos, I guess this is goodnight. Thanks for talking with me.”
 He tipped his hat before placing it on his head. “My pleasure. Goodnight, ladies.” I watched him walk away, wishing I could follow him home.
 “Grandma, you have a dog now?” My precious granddaughter had discovered Porgy or rather vice versa. The dog wagged his tail and seemed delighted by all the attention he was receiving.
 “Looks like it, sweetie pie. Let’s go inside.” I grabbed the little one by the hand and marched back towards the kitchen, making sure she washed her hands at the sink. Kisha, then made herself at home at the kitchen table, while I opened and closed cabinets. Finding plates, I put them on the table, ignoring my daughter until I could figure out what to say. Eating always helped. Or not.
 My beautiful grandbaby, the one I knew about, gave me a crumb-covered smile as she gobbled the peanut butter and jelly sandwich I had made in apprehensive silence. I smiled back, feeling tension slightly release from my shoulders.
 Then I focused on Leesa. I tried not to frown, but the spot between my eyebrows clinched up.
 Leesa had the nerve to get pregnant with Kisha her senior year in high school. As much as this child struggled, why would she bring another child in this world?  She just turned twenty-one a few months back and as hard as I tried to get her back in school, it was a closed subject.
 I nodded my head towards Tyric. “I’m waiting for the explanation for this one.”
 “Mama…”
 “A few weeks ago when you called crying about not being able to pay the rent, you couldn’t have mentioned there was going to be a new mouth to feed. Even more so, why didn’t you tell me before now? I’m your mother. I was there with you for the first one.”
 “I’m sorry. I wasn’t sure.”
 “Chile, it wasn’t like you hadn’t been through this before.” I looked over at Kisha, who sat next to me, now munching on a cookie. Her eyes traveled back and forth between me and her mother.
 Leesa huffed, “Mama, we are just here for a few days. If you don’t want us, I can leave right now.”
 There she goes twisting things around. That’s not what I wanted. For your grown child to show up out of the blue and with an extra child, it didn’t seem too much to have some questions answered.
 “Don’t be going all drama queen on me, Leesa Patterson. I asked you a question. And you know this house is always open to you.”
 The last time I saw Leesa it was just before Easter. Her weight went up and down like mine.  Always wearing big shirts and baggy jeans, it would’ve never occurred to me to think she was pregnant. Fooled again. Four years ago, if it wasn’t for the child complaining about stomach pain, I still wouldn’t have imagined she’d been carrying Kisha all that time.
 Somewhere along the way, my two sons must have worn me down.  I missed the boat when Leesa came into this world. I was thirty-eight years old and I had the audacity to have a child fifteen years after the last one. By then, my students had grown more and more difficult each year. I was so tired, I couldn’t wait until the day I would see retirement.
 A wail started up from the little body in Leesa’s arms. She tried to move him around in her arms and rock him, but with eyes tightly shut, mouth wide open, he wailed louder.
 Porgy who had been sitting in the corner, ran under the table, and wrapped his self around my foot. Kisha reached her little arms around my waist, well at least as far as her arms could go. “Make him stop, Grandma.”
 “Let me hold him.”
 “Mama, I can handle this.”
 “I didn’t say you couldn’t. You look like you could use a break.”
 Without much coddling, Leesa held the hollering baby away from her as though he offended her and passed him to me. I cradled the baby in my arms, surprised by his small body.
 A lullaby sprang forth from my lips. One I hadn’t thought about in years. He was definitely a small little fellow, I estimated he couldn’t be more than two months old. As I hummed, sang and hummed again, Tyric’s beautiful brown eyes looked up at me in wonderment. He’d forgotten all about whatever ailed him.
 Leesa looked under the table and frowned. “Mama, isn’t that Mary’s dog?”
 “Oh no. I need to tell you.”
 “Tell me what?”
 I shifted Tyric in my arms. “I found Mary.” I checked Kisha. She seemed to be feeding Porgy something under the table. Cookies. That figured. I continued, “Someone k-i-l-l-e-d her.” I didn’t want to give my grandchild nightmares. I would have enough for both of us.
 “What? No!”
 “If I hadn’t seen it with my own eyes, I guess I would be saying the same thing.”
 Leesa wilted in the seat like she did as a teenager. “This is all too much. I’m so tired of everything.”
 “Tired of everything?” I stared at my youngest child.  What else had my baby girl gotten into now?
 Leesa keeps her eyes on the kitchen table. She quietly answers, “Just tired, that’s all.”
 Something was wrong, but I didn’t need to know tonight. At least she came home, whatever the trouble this time. She was safe with me. “Do you want something to eat?”
 “I’m fine, Mama.” Leesa stood. “Is my room still the same?”
 “Nothing has changed.”
 “I think I need to lie down for awhile.”
 It was barely eight o’ clock. She needed to lie down. Let’s see I’m about to turn sixty and she was only twenty-one. Why is she so tired? And where was she going, leaving me with these children?
 I had two mysteries, one started with death, the other with life.
 We were going to get some answers.
  
 














Chapter 6




Sleep held me hostage. I knew Sunday was the Lord’s day. Second Sunday, in fact. My day to usher. I couldn’t wait to enter Missionary Baptist Church, because after finding Mary the day before, I definitely needed a word from the Lord.
 A sweet, sweet spirit hovered around me. I inhaled and began my morning session with Jesus. It had taken me a long time to learn that going to church wasn’t all about what I could get from the Lord. Prayer was a time to bless the Lord. Praise Him.
 I hummed, “Oh how I love Jesus, Oh…”
 A baby howled from somewhere deep in the house. I almost called out Ralph’s name, but then I remembered he hadn’t lain in that bed in years. I sat up and rubbed my eyes. Whose baby was that? Wide awake, my brain started to assemble facts.
 Ralph, Jr. and his wife would be visiting with the twins soon. My other son, Cedric, had no grandkids yet. Neither was he married. He worried me sometime.
 A creature scrambled up the side of my bed. I jolted at seeing black button eyes. Now it all dawned on me. “Porgy, who told you to be on my bed?”  I know for sure I’d put that dog in the other room.
 The discovery of Mary’s body came tumbling back into my memory. The last time I saw Mary alive was Mother’s Day weekend. I ushered that Sunday too. I couldn’t help but notice the sadness in her eyes. Who would’ve known I would never see her again?
 I still couldn’t get over that furry creature sneaking in my bed. He must’ve slept beside Mary.
  I ain’t that lonesome.
 As I pushed my feet into my bunny slippers, I remembered I needed to talk to my daughter.  Her little booger interrupted my talk time with Jesus, which I really needed. Surely, I can get an explanation about my new grandchild.
 Porgy started barking.
 “Don’t you start that mess. One howling baby is all I can’t take right now.”
 “Leesa.” I grabbed my robe and wrapped it around my frame. The terry robe was old and tattered. The belt fit a tad bit better around my waist than it used to. That was encouraging since it wasn’t too long ago I couldn’t close the robe over my gut.
 It was one of the few things left that Ralph purchased for me. It was one of my favorite pieces of clothing. That man had brought me a lot of pain, but thankfully God brought Ralph to his senses. I will always be grateful for the last few years we had together before another heart attack took his life. I treasured my three children and grandchildren even more.
 “Leesa, what’s wrong? Is everything okay?” Before I traveled down the hallway good, a small body collided into me. “Kisha, what’s wrong?” The little girl had tears streaming down her face. She clung to my robe, unloosening my neatly tied belt. “Girl, you can’t hang onto me like that. You and me are going to hit this floor.” Porgy jumped up and down, circling both of us.
 Can you say catastrophe in progress?
 I pried away the tiny fingers wedged into my waist and gazed down at the tear-stained face. “Honey, what’s wrong with you? Where’s your mama?”
 “I …I …I don’t know…Grandma,” Kisha wailed louder.
 I reached down and picked up the distraught child. Making my way down the hall, I heard the baby screaming at the top of his little lungs.
 This didn’t feel right to me. Not at all. Maybe Leesa stepped out for a few minutes.
 I placed Kisha on the bed next to her brother. Little Tyric pumped his little legs up and down.
 “Alright, little mister. No need to have a temper tantrum.” He certainly acted like a Patterson. I picked up the crying baby. “Kisha, did your mama say where she was going?”
 No response.
 With her head hanging down, the little girl sucked on her finger and sniffled. I placed my hand on her forehead. It was warm to the touch. “Did mama say she was going to the store?”
 No answer.
 My stomach started to flutter and it wasn’t because I craved my morning baked cheese grits. Now that recipe was worth finding. I’ve had a love affair with cheese all my life. Cheese crackers, cheese doodles, cheeseburgers… well at least my new food plan wasn’t turning out to be such a tragedy.
 I rubbed my hands over Kisha’s ratty braids. We needed to do something about that hair. A good shampooing was in the works, but for now, I needed to know where my daughter took off. “Kisha, baby you feeling okay? What did mama say?”
 “Don’t know.”
 “You don’t know. Well, did you see her when she left?” Now this child had to know something.
 “No.”
 I wasn’t feeling too good about this situation. Leesa had the nerve to get up and leave these children. She did say she needed to stay a few days. What was it that she said last night? I’m so tired of everything.
 Then, it dawned on me. Was she talking about her and the kids or just the kids? Now wait a minute, that girl promised me we would talk in the morning. Well, it was morning. Where was she?
 Panic started to rise up in my stomach. Sweat popped out from body.  Did they have bags?  Over in the corner sat a pink Dora the Explorer bookbag.
 “Kisha, you want a bubble bath?”
 Her eyes lit up. “Lots of bubbles.”
 “Yes, lots of bubbles. Show me where your clothes are. Let’s pick out an outfit.”
 Children. One minute they were crying, the next, they were running around happy as a skunk. Kisha raced ahead of me. Tyric looking around at the walls and seemed to have quieted down, now that he was being held.
 I glanced at the clock. Already ten o’clock. Where did the time go? I needed to get myself ready for church this morning. Leesa, you better get back here soon. I certainly couldn’t usher and keep up with these two today.
 When I arrived in the Leesa’s bedroom, Kisha was bent over a large blue duffel bag. I recognized the bag being on Leesa’s shoulder last night. Kisha pulled out several clothes entwined together in a ball. Either Leesa was in a hurry or never learned how to fold clothes.
 Kisha pulled out clothes that appeared to be her size, leaving others in a pile on the floor. It didn’t look like any of those clothes on the floor fit an adult.
 I walked over and reached my hand into the bag while balancing little Tyric on my hip, I searched. And searched.
 “That girl, I know she didn’t.”
 “Grandma, I didn’t do anything.”
 “Honey, I was just talking out loud.” About your sorry mama.
 I picked the bag off the floor and sat it on the bed. I decided to unpack the clothes so they wouldn’t be wrinkled to death. My hope was that she had some diapers for the little one in the diaper bag over in the corner.
 When I get my hands on that girl.
 I tell you there’s nothing like being bamboozled by your own child. I always said I was not going to be one of those grandmothers caught raising their grandkids.
 I picked up the diaper bag. There were diapers. A pacifier. Bibs.
 “Grandma, I want to wear this?”
 I glanced at a bright pair of yellow pants and a pink top. “That looks good, baby.”
 I pulled out a half a dozen diapers from the bag.
 “What in the world?”
 Were my eyes playing tricks on me?
 My daughter better get back here soon. That girl had some serious explaining to do about the contents of that diaper bag.
 














Chapter 7




I stared into the bag with a million scenarios going through my mind. The phone rang from the other room. It better be her. I transferred Tyric to my other hip, so I could grab the phone for my good ear. I’d been meaning to get my left ear checked out for weeks.
 “Leesa, where you at?”
 “Mom?”
 Oops. The deep voice on the other line was a child of mine, but not the one I needed to be talking to.
 “Junior, honey, how are you?”
 “What’s that sister of mine up to now?”
 “Calm down. Leesa came by last night with the kids?”
 Ralph Jr. remained quiet for a few seconds. “Did you say kids?”
 Oops again. Tyric seemed to be a surprise for the whole family.
 “When did she have another kid?”
 I felt faint. I did not need that, but I needed to take my medicine. “Ralph, look I need to get off the phone and get ready for church.”
 “Mom, do I need to come down there?”
 “No. You stay with your own family, mister. I don’t need your help here.”
 “If I know my sister, she’s probably up to no good.”
 “Ralph Jr.” I really didn’t need my oldest, control freak son to echo my deepest fear. “I’ll talk to you later. Say hello to Judy and the boys for me.”
 I slammed the phone down before he could get another word in. Junior meant well. He was so much like me, except he handled things with the fixit attitude that God gifted to men. I’d taken all I could take of that same attitude from Ralph, Sr. who was lying six feet under.
 “Grandma, I’m ready for my bubble bath.”
 “Okay, baby.  That’s a good idea.” I placed Kisha in the tub and then undressed Tyric and bathed him at the sink. By the time I got both of the children towel-dried, I was steaming mad at my daughter.
 The doorbell interrupted the tirade going on in my mind.
 I grabbed Tyric, who at least was fully dressed and stomped down the stairs. I yanked the front door open, “Leesa, you better…”
 My facial muscles sagged, switching from anger to confusion. This was not the person I expected.  “Amos, what are you doing here?” I’d been up for hours, but suddenly became aware of the gritty texture in my mouth. I hadn’t brushed my teeth, and my ratty robe was practically hanging open. I didn’t have anything to give Amos an eyeful of, but I knew I must have looked like an old hag.
 Amos cleared his throat. “Well, I thought I would check to see if you were heading to Missionary Baptist today.”
 Okay, now that made me smile.
 “I tell you what, hold this fellow?” I passed Tyric over to Amos. Both males looked wide-eyed at the exchange.
 “I don’t know anything about babies,” Amos stuttered.
 “You two will be just fine. Come on here.” I looked at the grandfather clock in the foyer. “If you could do me a favor, I promise you I will fix you the best fried chicken you’d ever had in your life.”
 Amos grinned back. “Sounds good to me.”
 “Grandma, look I dressed myself.”
 I spun around. My precious Kisha looked like a precious mess. Did stripes and polka dots even go together? That’s alright. She could get away with being cute. We were late. “Baby girl, sit here with Mr. Amos, while I get ready.”
 I bounded up the stairs with more energy than my years could handle. I’d noticed Porgy had made himself comfortable on my bed again. Whatever. I had no time to fool with a dog.
 Before I headed to the bathroom, I stopped in the guest room and grabbed the diaper bag. I shut the door and sat on the commode. With a bit of trepidation I reached inside the bag and pulled out a bundle of money wrapped with a rubber band.
 Ralph had a good life as a doctor and I have to say in my adult years I had enjoyed the comforts of being middle class. But this… I flipped the edges of the money with my fingers and whistled. Where did Leesa get all that money? This was a girl who couldn’t keep a job for more than a few months.
 My instincts were tingling. Something wasn’t right the moment Leesa showed up on my doorstep. I’d barely had time to give Mary a thought today, but the creepiness of my former friend’s body and now my daughter’s disappearing act made me nervous.
 I stuffed the bundle of bills back into the diaper bag. If I knew my daughter, she would be back for her stash. I prayed if she stole the money, that someone wouldn’t be right behind her. Even more importantly, I prayed they hadn’t caught up with her.
 God, what’s happening? My whole world had turned upside down in less than twenty-four hours. So much for the quiet, retired life.
  
  
 














Chapter 8




The inquiring-minds-want-to-know twins eyed me as I entered the church vestibule. Annie Mae and Willie Mae Brown had been staples at Missionary Baptist Church for as long as I could remember. They also ran the usher board, pastor’s aid board, missionary board and any other board where they could stick their noses.
 I could tell they were not too happy with me since I just walked through the doors without my white dress and orthopedic white shoes. Standard usher uniform. With thirty minutes to get ready, I prayed protection over Leesa (from me), then I stuffed the diaper bag with the suspicious contents in the back of my closet. In the process, an old favorite brushed against my face beckoning me to pull it off the hanger. Despite all that happened in the previous twenty-four hours, I was plum pleased I could fit my hips into my pale pink suit.
 It’s amazing I still owned the suit, since so many other clothing treasures had long since been passed on to Goodwill or the Salvation Army. My body lost the battle with keeping up with a reputable dress size once I stopped being able to squeeze into a size eighteen. That was a sad day.
 With the way my day had gone so far, it would be best to pass by the twins before they commented on missing my Sunday morning duty.
 Annie Mae dashed over to me, blocking my path. She cooed at Tyric, but her one good eye checked out my attire. “Oooooh, look at the pretty baby.”
 “Whose baby, Eugeena?” Annie Mae’s identical twin Willie Mae, ambushed me on the other side. The only way I could tell the two apart, besides Annie Mae’s wandering eye, was Willie Mae’s facial features. Her face always seemed rounder and softer than her sister’s. Even her skin had an angelic glow. What a farce.
 Anyone who spent time around the twins would have found out that behind Willie Mae’s sweet face was the worst gossip. The oldest twin, by a minute, could instigate a situation into existence with as much time as it took for her to come into the world before her twin.
 It paid to be careful. So, I proceeded to act speechless. “Well I… uh.”
 “Eugeena, why would you keep a new grandbaby from us?”
 “Yeah? What’s going on?”
 Poor little Kisha peered up from behind me at the two woman. Her eyes were huge. With both sisters closing in on me, I started to feel my body perspire. I was not messing up my suit.
 “Good morning, ladies. Y’all sure looking mighty fine this morning.”
 Annie Mae and Willie Mae spun around. Both women looked like they’d been hit.
 I knew the affect Amos Jones had on me. In some ways, I’m glad he came to my rescue, but would I have to return the favor? These women could easily send Amos back into hiding in his backyard or fishing on Sunday.
 Too late. The twins went into action. Each tried to push a church bulletin into Amos’ hand. He was an eligible bachelor and if young women had it bad, women our age certainly had some slim pickings from the male population.
 I wasn’t looking myself. God had sent me enough trouble, and I wasn’t trying to look for more.
 I sped ahead of Amos down the aisle. We came to church together, but I didn’t have time for wagging tongues. I had more serious matters to be worried about.
 We arrived a little late, so I had to make my way down near the front of the already filled pews. I forgot it was the Sunday to honor the graduates, so more occupants were in the sanctuary than usual.
 Good thing I had on my comfy shoes. Tyric was getting a little tiresome to hold and I had to create an alternative diaper bag on the fly. That meant I stuffed diapers and bottles in my own bag which already held a drugstore supply. I’m sure the bulging bag didn’t label me a fashion diva. I wasn’t trying to compete with the First Lady or the elite section of the church, but unfortunately that’s where I had to sit this morning.
 One head after the other turned to watch as I squeezed my way into the pew. Even when the Missionary Baptist Gospel Choir started singing many people still broke their necks to look in my direction.  My cheekbones burned from smiling so hard. These are the benefits of attending a small church. Everybody wanted to be in your business.
 Then it hit me. By now most of the congregation probably heard about Mary’s demise. Years ago, Mary and I sat on the same pew, taking turns pinching each other’s children when they got out of order. Those days were precious and now gone forever. My stubbornness caused me to lose more than I imagined.
 It really did get bad between us, with some folks in the church choosing sides.
 Sometimes it paid to leave other folks out of your business. Didn’t Paul say somewhere to talk to that person and work it out? I should’ve paid better attention to that bible lesson. Maybe Mary wouldn’t have left the church.
 “Hello, Miss Eugeena.”
 Too busy trying to get Kisha and myself seated I didn’t notice Tamara on the pew beside us. “Hey honey. It’s so good to see you visiting Missionary.” I’d sent out the invitation to her a few times. That Carmen too. It was hard to get young people in church sometime. Missionary Baptist wasn’t the most innovative or contemporary, but we loved to praise the Lord.
 “Are these your grandchildren?” Tamara had her eyes on Kisha and then swung them to Tyric who amazingly still slept like a log.  “Can I hold him?”
 “Well …” I’d just met my own grandson last night. I’m not sure how he would react to a stranger. “Sure, why not.” I passed Tyric’s sleeping body over to Tamara. She looked at him adoringly and then brushed her hands against his face.
 I cringed thinking the baby would start screeching. If he did, I would have to grab all our stuff and march right back up the aisle, past the twins, and to the nursery.
 Like a trooper, Tyric slept on.
 Tamara will make a good mama someday.
 The choir picked up the pace of the song with some down home clapping.
 Praise the Lord. Everybody ought to praise the Lord.
 I looked down at the sweet little one beside me. Kisha clapped her tiny hands off beat to the song and sang, “Praise the Low. Praise the Low.”
 I tapped Kisha’s shoulder. “It’s Lord.”
 Precious thing smiled and kept right on clapping, “Praise the Low.”
 Don’t know if you call it déjà-vu, but I recalled a similar memory with Leesa.
 Sitting on the other side of Kisha, Amos bopped his head from side to side. I was surprised he’d chosen to sit on the same pew as us.  This was the first time in awhile I’d seen him without a hat. He had a perfectly round bald head, no dents or lumps.
 Coming to church this morning had to be difficult for him. He used to come faithfully before his wife died, pushing her down the aisle in a wheelchair during the latter part of her illness.
 Deacon Moses shuffled to and then kneeled at the altar. Fifteen minutes later, Kisha wiggled beside me. I thought about pinching her, but then it crossed my mind that I wanted to pinch the deacon. I believed Deacon Moses should have long been finished with that prayer. Really, the man repeated the same request for forgiveness three times. He obviously had a bad week, but did we all need to hear about it.
 Oh Lord Jesus, forgive me. 
 Actually every time the deacon mentioned forgiveness, all I could think about was poor Mary. Her blank eyes stared at me from my memory of finding her … Was it only yesterday? It felt like a week ago. Now Mary would never know how sorry I was for my stubborn refusal to see the truth.
 Tears flooded my eyes and sorrow enveloped my soul.
 A flash of gold caught my eyes from the left. It was the offering plate on the move down the pew. At the end of both pews, one of twins was positioned.  I felt a little safe being in the middle, but their stares still bothered me.
 Tamara passed Tyric back to me. I looked down at his face, really a stranger to me, but he’d taken to me and me to him. I turned to tell Tamara thank you, but she had already reached the end of the pew. She sprinted toward the back. Either she had a bathroom run or was upset about something.
 I pulled dollar bills out the side of my pocket book. The pile of money on the offering plate reminded me of what was hidden in my closet back home. I prayed that girl hadn’t robbed a bank or worse. What was really crazy? Why did she leave the money? When I realized Leesa had left Kisha’s booster seat and Tyric’s carrier in my car I’d almost lost it. What was the girl up to?
 I laid my thoughts aside as Pastor Jones stood up. The big man hadn’t said a single word, but his ebony forehead glistened under the chandelier that hung above the pulpit. This sermon must be a doozy.
 “Church, what do you do when trouble comes? That’s my message this morning.”
 My ears pricked up. Trouble had been chasing me for the past twenty-four hours. I wanted God to pull me out the hot grease before I got burned to a crisp.
 “From the book of Job, we are familiar with the calamities that hit Job. One by one, his world was rocked. But ole’ Job, he kept his faith in the Lord. If you remember from the passage, his friends came by with their own opinions. Not much help.”
 No, they weren’t. I moved Tyric to my other arm. It’s been awhile since I held a child. This child had a heavy head. I always thought it was peculiar the way young mamas carried their child in them carriers. I should’ve brought the carrier in with me. I just about had no feeling in my arm.
 “Church, you can’t listen to folks around you. You have to keep your ears tuned into God. We don’t know what his plans are for us, but he knows best.”
 Something stirred inside me as Pastor Jones continued. Job was really disappointed in his friends. Instead of being there for him after he had lost it all, the know-it-alls just picked the poor man apart.
 I had a friend who was a good person and meant well. Due to my own self-righteousness, I turned my back on her. Now she was gone. Forever.
 My world had shifted. I’m glad God was in control because the feeling in the pit of my stomach told me, Sistah, you ain’t seen nothing yet.
 














Chapter 9




I hated to say I should have seen the ambush coming, but I didn’t.  Between Pastor Jones’ sermon, my loss of a dear friend and a MIA daughter, I forgot to prepare myself.
 Holding Mr. Amos’ hand, Kisha had skipped ahead of me. The sight warmed my heart. As I recalled, Amos had grandkids of his own, but they lived somewhere on the west coast. I’m not even sure if I’d seen any of his kids since his wife died.
 Before I reached the vestibule to shake the pastor’s hand, the twins cornered me.
 “It’s a sad thing.” Annie Mae shook her head.
 This puzzled me, “What’s sad?”
 “You know?”
 I turned towards Willie Mae. She had a lopsided smile on her face. I wish I knew where this conversation was headed. Those two old biddies were dropping hints like we were in the twilight zone or something.
 Other members pushed past us, some giving us ugly looks. It wasn’t my fault the twins decided to interrogate me in the middle of the church aisle.
 Willie Mae leaned down and cupped her mouth, whispering. “Mary. It’s a shame about her death.”
 “Yeah, we heard you found her.” Annie Mae’s breath floated across my nostrils, a mixture of coffee and tobacco. I didn’t dare inhale again until she moved out my line of breathing. Annie Mae posed as the saint of all saints, but she couldn’t lay down her stronghold with chewing tobacco.
 I took two steps backward since Annie Mae insisted on breathing toxic fumes over me. “Yes. Look I’m still … well, I can’t talk right now.”
 Willie Mae pulled her arm down in front of me like a stop sign on a bus. Why wouldn’t these two leave me be and let me pass?
 “Honey, you okay? Maybe you should sit down. This must be a shock to you seeing how you two used to be such good friends.”
 I didn’t want to and wouldn’t sit down. “I’m fine. Yes, I’m going to miss her.”
 “You two never did make up. Oh, but I guess that would’ve been hard considering Mary had a breakdown and everything.” Willie Mae smiled, but her words sliced through the air like a Ninja going in for the kill.
 That was her mistake. Mary and I weren’t close for the past five years, but she was a godly person.  A bigger woman than I ever could be. I wouldn’t stand for her name to be smeared even before her body was laid in her final resting place.
 “Now you two listen here. If I’m not mistaken both of y’all have been through some tough times.” I pointed at each sister, looking them both in the eyes. Annie Mae, her one good eye.
 “Mary lost her family and she had a right to grieve. She wasn’t crazy and I won’t hear anything like that come from either of you again.”
 Sucking in her breath, Willie Mae touched her chest. “Oh now Eugeena, Annie Mae and I loved Mary as much as you. We know she had it hard. Calm down.”
 “Yeah, we were really concerned about you finding her body. The cops must have really wanted to talk to you.”
 Oh my Lord!
 If I wasn’t still standing in the church sanctuary, I would’ve … well. I was scared of my thoughts. God said pour good on your enemies head. I needed to walk away now before applying that principle slipped my mind. “Have a blessed afternoon, ladies.”
 Before I took two steps, Willie Mae’s voice rang out. “You know the cops been asking questions. We’re church folks and we can’t cover up the truth.”
 Annie Mae agreed, “No sister, that wouldn’t be right in the eyes of God.”
 I didn’t bother to turn around. I couldn’t. I would’ve seen the same self-righteous smirk on those two women I had seen so many times before. Plus, I was holding my new grandbaby. No time for foolishness. I had enough of that to deal with when I returned home.
 Besides I had nothing to hide from the police. So I got angry with an old friend, fussed her out in the church parking lot and then ignored her existence for months. Months turned to years of indifference. I had plenty of opportunities to reconcile our friendship. It became easier to leave the past alone as time went by.
 Finally, I reached the pastor. Pastor George Jones was probably my favorite pastor ever. His father, Rev. Tennessee Jones, the one who co-founded this church and who remained the pastor most of the thirty-some years I attended had gone on to glory late last year. His son was about the age of my oldest son and appeared to be holding his own. This couldn’t be an easy assignment for a man in his late-thirties. Most of the congregation knew him when he’d sported nothing but a diaper.
 “Sister Patterson, how are you and who’s this cute little fellow?” Pastor Jones touched Tyric’s little hand. Now awake, Tyric peered up at the preacher, looking puzzled by the new face.
 “My… my grandchild.”  I croaked. I wanted to tell the pastor I could give ole’ Job some competition about having the worst day of your life, but that wasn’t entirely true. Just felt that way. My soul was troubled and even now more so thanks to Willie Mae and Annie Mae. Instead I said, “Pastor Jones, your sermon this morning was something else.”
 “I’m glad you liked it, Sister. I am terribly sorry to hear about Sister Fleming’s passing. That’s an awful way to leave this world. I know God has her in his arms.”
 “Oh, I don’t doubt that. Mary was a dear soul.”
 “Well, I spoke to Mary’s eldest sister this morning before service. It looks like the funeral will be on Thursday. She did have a request. Sister Patterson, would you be willing to say a few words on behalf of the church?”
 Me?
 I remembered Mary’s sister, Natalie. Hadn’t seen her in years. From what I remember, both sisters weren’t that close. Surely, she would know I was not the person who needed to be speaking at her sister’s funeral.
 I stared at Pastor Jones. He was pastoring at another church during the time Mary and I had our falling out. Maybe he doesn’t know about the blow up between us. There were few members who didn’t know.  I could imagine the smirks on the twins’ faces from the front row on Thursday. Could I even stand beside Mary’s casket and call myself having words to say? The entire scenario seemed a tiny bit awkward.
 “Pastor, I don’t know if I’m the right person to speak at her funeral.”
 “I know it will be a hard time for you. But please consider. I think you would be the perfect person.”
 “Thank you, Pastor. I appreciate you asking me.”
 After I stepped outside, it took me a few moments to get adjusted to the early afternoon sun.  I used my free hand to wipe some moisture from my eyes. I couldn’t blame it on my bifocals. Through my rapid blinking, I saw the parking lot was pretty empty except for a few cars. I appreciated not having anyone see how torn up I really felt.
 Amos smiled when he saw me, but his face changed to concern. “Everything alright?”
 “I’m fine. Thanks for looking out for Kisha.”
 “My pleasure.”
 I buckled Tyric in the car seat and then made sure little Kisha was fastened into her booster seat. I’m happy they have all these safety measures these days. I shudder to think of all the ways my own children traveled in the car.
 I still couldn’t believe the audacity of my daughter. Couldn’t she have asked me instead of assuming I would keep her kids while she was Lord knows where?
 Amos drove up beside me in his truck. We came in separate vehicles, but he’d followed me over to the church. “You sure you are doing okay, Eugeena?”
 He really was a sweet man. “I’m fine, Amos. I hope you enjoyed service this morning.”
 “Sure did. I will follow y’all to make sure you get home safe.”
 Amos seemed determined to act as my guardian angel. I can’t say I was complaining. After all, I was the one whining to God about being lonely. Have to be careful what you pray for sometimes.
 In about ten minutes, I pulled into the driveway of my house. There were still no signs of Leesa’s Altima anywhere. It was the car her dad gave her, probably the last gift she’d received from her dad before he passed. I gave her credit for at least keeping up with the car. It was paid in full and there wasn’t a need for her not to maintain it.
 As I unbuckled Tyric, I heard raised voices in the distance. Sounded like a man and a woman. Not wanting to be nosy, I peered through the back window of the car. Across the street, Tamara was waving her hands in a man’s face. Come to think about it, Tamara never did return to her seat after the offering. She must have left the church and went home.
 I could only see the man from the backside, but I assumed he must be her husband.
 With Kisha dawdling behind me and Tyric in my arms, I glanced back over at the couple. The man proceeded to get in the red sports car, and backed out the driveway. He took off down the street, burning rubber in the process. Poor Tamara stood with her arms folded. If I didn’t have the children with me, I would’ve walked over to her. Married life was hard. I should know. As much misery as it brought me I missed Ralph.
 Tyric started wailing. Must have meant it was time to eat. I decided to try to reach out to Tamara later.
 We had only been in the house all of fifteen minutes when the doorbell rang.
 Now who could that be?
 Maybe Tamara came over to vent.
 Still holding Tyric, who seemed to have become a member of my body, I peeked through the door’s peephole. My visitor’s eyes were hidden behind dark shades, but I could tell from her stance it was a very official visit.
 














Chapter 10




When I opened the door, I almost expected Detective Wilkes to pull out handcuffs and start spouting my Miranda rights. But of course that would be silly. I didn’t do anything. Still, her showing up at my house a second time in two days couldn’t be good.
 I’m sure by now she’d talked to a lot of people and heard all kinds of stories. Especially if Willie Mae or Annie Mae had a chance to bend the detective’s ear for a minute or two. Those drama-starting queens.
 “Mrs. Patterson, I’m sorry to catch you after church. Do you have a few minutes?”
 “Sure, why don’t you come in? I do need to get these children something to eat if you don’t mind.”
 “Not at all. Take your time.” Detective Wilkes grinned at Kisha and reached her hand out to touch her head. “Hey cutie.”
 Kisha shrank back from the detective. Her caramel skin proceeded to radiate a reddish glow followed by an ear-piercing scream. Little Tyric decided to join in with his own squall.
 “Good heavens, Kisha. Is that called for?”
 Two hysterical kids were going to work my nerves in the worst way possible. I could see the headline now, “Grandmother Loses it in Front of Cop.”  I wanted Leesa to pick up her children, not Child Protective Services.
 After thirty minutes, I had the two howlers fed and settled down for naps. Maybe I would be allowed an afternoon siesta. Pulling the covers over my head for awhile would be what Eugeena ordered for herself.
 My prescription for rest would come later. I joined the detective in the living room where she had made herself at home. “Sorry, about all the commotion, Detective Wilkes.”
 “Not a problem. You have a nice home, Mrs. Patterson.”
 “Thank you.” I had a feeling I might have a lot of explaining to do. “You said you had some questions for me.”
 The detective flipped some pages in her notepad. “Tell me a little about your relationship with Mary Fleming. How long were you friends?”
 “Why is that important?”
 “Sounds like you might have known her the best. Would you say she had any enemies?”
 Enemies. God has some sense of humor. Mary and I had been the best of friends. We lived down the street from each other, our children played together, our husbands went fishing and we even taught at the same junior high school for years. She taught English and me, social studies. We probably spent more time in each other’s classrooms sharing our woes than with other teachers in our own departments.
 Then it all changed.
 Would I classify myself as Mary’s enemy?
 I remember it like yesterday. Mary came over just as nice as she could. An aroma wafted from the cloth-covered object in her hands. I let my nose inhale one of my favorite scents. I was known as the cake and cookie baker, while Mary was the one known for her pies.
 Now that day the apple pie would’ve been a nice offer, because it sure smelled heavenly, but the next words out of Mary’s mouth, made me want to smash that golden crust creation in her face. Never did get a slice of that pie.
 I gulped and looked at Detective Wilkes’ face. “No, I couldn’t imagine anyone not liking Mary. She stuck close to herself in later years, but mainly out of grief.”
 “I understand she had some tragedy.”
 “Yes, about five years ago, she lost her husband and her only daughter in a car accident. She’s been withdrawn since then.”
 “I understand there was some animosity between you two.”
 Here we go. “Yes, our friendship suffered a setback over an incident. At the time I was too pig-headed to see that Mary was telling the truth. By then it was too late.”
 “Want to share the details?”
 Do I have a choice?
 “Our girls were good friends back then. My daughter Leesa went over to the Flemings’ for a slumber party. Sometime during the night, Mary’s daughter, Jennifer, Leesa and some other girls got into Mary’s jewelry.”
 A memory of Mary’s face. The hurt. My emotions at the moment. It all came back.
 “Mrs. Patterson?”
 “Oh, I’m sorry. One of the pieces of jewelry went missing. It was an heirloom passed down in Mary’s family from I don’t know … late 1800s. It was valuable and very precious to Mary.”
 “Did she say why she kept it in the jewelry box?”
 “I have no idea. I’ve always asked myself that question. She might have mentioned she wore it for special occasions. Anyhow, she told me her daughter thought Leesa took the ring. I asked Leesa about it, she said she did wear it for awhile, but she took it off and placed it back in the jewelry box.”
 “It really seems so silly now, but it just got out of hand. Mary was talking to people and I vented to people that Mary was slandering my daughter’s name calling her a thief and…”
 “Mrs. Patterson, I looked up some information. Do you know where I can find your daughter?”
 The air conditioner vent was on the other side of the room, but a chill ran down my arm. “Why? I mean I thought you were here to ask me about Mary?”
 Detective Wilkes cleared her throat. “Your daughter, when she was younger, she did have a problem with taking things. Right?”
 Not again. No, no, no, I knew my silence answered the detective’s question. But what could I say. Not too long after the incident at the Fleming’s, Leesa did get caught shoplifting among other things.
 All that time I defended her, she made me eat every last righteous word I’d foamed at the mouth about my child.
 “Mrs. Patterson, if you can tell me how to get in touch with Leesa, I really need to talk to her.”
 I narrowed my eyes. Leesa was still my child, my baby. I don’t know what she’d gotten into, but this detective wouldn’t be talking to her at least not without a lawyer. I hoped it didn’t come down to that. But I had to expect the worst.
 Leesa’s surprises were not for the faint of heart.
 “Detective, I can’t tell you where my daughter is right now, but I would like to know why you came over here asking for her?”
 The woman stood. “It would be best for her if she came in. Right now, she’s a person of interest to me.”
 I jumped up. “For what? Are you trying to say you suspect my daughter of something?”
 Lord knows what it could be. I knew I might have the evidence upstairs in my closet.
 “Mrs. Patterson, calm down. We have a witness who saw a woman, a young woman leaving Mary’s house late last Friday night.  I understand your daughter drives a late model Nissan Altima, aqua blue?”
 “Yes, but it couldn’t have been Leesa. She just came here last night…” I shut my mouth realizing my error a tad bit too late.
 The detective’s jaw hardened. She looked toward my staircase and then back at me. I almost thought she was going to take off and head upstairs. The detective wouldn’t find Leesa. I watched enough television cop shows to know she needed a search warrant to step her foot anywhere else in my house and I wasn’t about to give her permission. I certainly didn’t need her to find the money in the diaper bag.
 “Mrs. Patterson, your daughter could’ve been the last person who saw Mary alive. I will be looking to see her at the station soon. You enjoy the rest of your Sunday afternoon.”
 I closed the door behind the detective. What had Leesa done this time and why would she visit Mary? If she did go over to Mary’s, did she see something?
 Out of all the scenarios I had conjured up in my mind, I could not and would not fathom my daughter being a murder suspect. If anything, she was probably one scared young woman and I had to find her.
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