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CHAPTER

1
            


What shall we say of lawyers?
               

— Cicero





Wednesday morning, and we were nearing the end of jury selection for a civil case when the rear door of my courtroom opened and several people entered. In the quietness of the courtroom, as they took seats in an empty bench to the left of the jury pool, I heard a faint squeaking sound, but I couldn’t determine its source. The latecomers ranged in age from late teens to a wizened old man in a wheelchair. I recognized only one of the group—Marillyn Mulholland, who owns a printing company here in town. She had printed up my business cards back when I was still in private practice and, although semiretired now, she had personally overseen our wedding invitations when Dwight and I were married Christmas before last.
         

Taking the seat beside her was an unfamiliar young woman. She was slender and wore trendy turquoise-blue leggings, an off-the-shoulder purple jersey, and matching purple hair.

Then I did a double take. Young woman? Like hell! Her slender figure and push-up bra may have fooled me momentarily, but the face beneath the purple hair would have looked at least twenty years older than mine except that I knew for a fact she’d had a second face-lift last year. The purple hair was new, though, and must be a wig, because her own hair had never come back in properly after the chemo.

Sally Crenshaw.

My cousin. The sixty-two-year-old daughter of my daddy’s sister Rachel.

Now what had brought her to my courtroom this morning? At first I wondered if she’d come to personally tell me that Aunt Rachel had finally died, but she studiously avoided my eyes and seemed caught up in the jury examination being conducted by the two attorneys at the front of the room. I turned my attention back to counsel for the plaintiff, who asked that I excuse the next prospective juror because she had just said she knew the sister of the defendant.

I nodded and we moved on. This was our second day of voir dire, a tedious, time-consuming process. Some people are eager to serve, usually for the wrong reasons, but most would rather not spend the time listening to legal jousting when they had planned to spend the week doing other, more interesting things.

“Your Honor, I have a hair appointment for this afternoon,” a blonde woman said.

“Color?” I asked, noticing a thin line of dark roots at the hairline of her forehead.

“Just shampoo and cut,” she said brightly.

I denied her request. Color appointments aren’t all that easy to get, but there was no reason she couldn’t reschedule a simple cut.

I had already excused several from the pool because they had personal connections with some of the participants and I was again reminding them about their need to keep an open mind, fairness, etcetera, etcetera, when I noticed that an older man in the second row of the jury box seemed to be having trouble hearing me. He leaned forward intently, turning what was probably his good ear toward me and frowning in concentration.

I glanced down at the diagram I’d filled in of the current occupants. “Mr. Ogburn?” I said, speaking more loudly and clearly than usual. “Is there a problem with your hearing?”

“Yes, ma’am, Your Honor. I don’t do so good without my hearing aid.” He held up a small flesh-colored device.

“Is your battery dead?”

“No, ma’am, but there was a sign outside that said to turn off all electronic devices.”

I tried not to laugh. “That doesn’t apply to hearing aids,” I told him; and when he had put it back in his ear, I let the two attorneys have their turn. Thankfully, the last two jurors were acceptable to both sides.

Today’s case was a civil action: Bruce Connolly versus Dotty Connolly Morefield, a middle-aged brother suing his middle-aged sister over their late mother’s possessions. The woman had died without a will, so the clerk of the court had appointed Mrs. Morefield the administratrix for the estate. Well before her death, the mother had given Mrs. Morefield her power of attorney and that was good enough for our clerk. After receiving her account of all the assets, he had split everything equally between Mr. Connolly and his three sisters, “everything” being her bank account and whatever possessions were in her house at the time of death.

Mr. Connolly’s suit alleged that the sisters had removed certain valuable items from the house before the mother’s death and he claimed he was owed money for conversions of those possessions.

A sour-faced man with receding gray hair and glasses that he kept taking on and off to polish, he asserted that Mrs. Morefield, a motherly looking woman with soft white hair, had not listed all the assets.

His attorney quickly established that Mrs. Morefield had been the mother’s main caregiver. She had sold the family home as the mother wished and used the money to rent a smaller house near the three sisters.

Mr. Connolly, who lived out in the mountains four hours away, had agreed to the arrangement.

“My wife and I would’ve been glad to have Mother come live with us,” he testified in a pious tone as he polished his glasses for the fourth or fifth time, “but her church and all her friends were here and she said two women didn’t need to be sharing a kitchen. Dotty’ll say that moving Mother was mostly on her, but the whole family helped. I drove all the way over here in my truck and almost threw my back out getting her stuff moved. Mother only lived there two years before she passed, so there should have been a lot more cash.”

He had a copy of the check from the sale of the house, and copies of rent receipts were also entered as evidence.

When I looked up from those documents, I saw that my cousin Sally was leaving the courtroom, her telephone to her ear, and I realized I’d missed my chance to tell my bailiff I wanted to speak to her.

Too late. I gave a mental shrug as Connolly’s attorney said, “No further questions, Your Honor.”

By now it was almost twelve, but before I could adjourn for lunch, Mr. Connolly, still in the witness-box, said, “It’s not just the money, Your Honor. It’s her silverware and her Hummel figurines. She spent a fortune on those things and Dotty never listed them. I just want my fair share.”

Fair is such a slippery term, and my definition of fair seldom satisfies both sides.
         


	

    
	
		
CHAPTER

2
            


As in the case of berries on the trees and the fruits of the earth, there must be that which in its season of full ripeness is ready to wither and fall.
               

— Cicero





Midmorning, Wednesday
         

The old woman lay motionless against the pillows that supported her head and upper body and helped her breathe more easily. The ventilator had been removed two days earlier, as had the IV that had kept her hydrated and nourished. Neither food nor water had passed her lips in the seven days since her last stroke. Nor had she spoken in all that time.
         

Nevertheless, the gray-haired aide hired by the woman’s family to supplement the nursing staff here kept up a running stream of cheerful chatter as she sponged that frail body and smoothed on sweet-smelling lotion. She swabbed her patient’s mouth with a wet gauze pad, checked the pad beneath those withered hips—still clean and dry, poor thing—and gently dressed her in a fresh nightgown that was now two sizes too large.
         

“We’re gonna have to get you a new gown, Miss Rachel. This one’s real pretty with all the lace around the neck, but it keeps on slipping down, don’t it?”

Not that Miss Rachel had much to be modest about anymore, the aide thought to herself, pitying the flaccid breasts that had nursed two children in their prime and now lay flatter than an empty purse on that emaciated chest.

Like her children, like her siblings, like her parents before her, Rachel Morton had been tall and big-boned, a country woman who had worked in the fields alongside her husband, who had cooked and cleaned and kept her vegetable garden as free of weeds as her house was free of dust. Until her husband died and the farm acreage was sold, she had worked at their roadside vegetable stand long past any real financial need, dispensing friendly conversation, country wisdom, and girlhood anecdotes along with her tomatoes, corn, butter beans, or whatever else was in season.

Customers who pulled up to the open-sided shelter, intending to grab a cucumber or melon and be on their busy way, often wound up staying much longer. Insatiably interested in people, Rachel remembered the smallest details and would inquire about children and grandchildren by name, ask if someone’s rheumatism was better now that warm weather was here, and want to know how that luncheon turned out that another customer was planning when she stopped by last week for a half-dozen identical tomatoes to serve as chicken salad cups. Lonely retirees would sit down in one of her slat-backed chairs to talk of bygone days when they were active and needed; and young stay-at-home moms, hungry for adult conversation, would watch their barefooted toddlers build hoppy-toad houses in the warm dirt. She was a natural story­teller and could turn even the most prosaic event into an amusing story.

“Rachel could talk the ears off a mule,” her husband used to say with a fond smile.

Her white hair was still as thick as in her youth, and the aide brushed the soft curls into place murmuring, “Sure wish I had your pretty hair, Miss Rachel.”

The old woman lay quiet and unresponsive and no emotion touched that finely wrinkled face. When the aide first came to help care for her, those eyelids had occasionally fluttered open and those lips had curled in a smile.

No more.

According to her doctor, she was in no pain and the end was expected soon. Indeed, death had been expected as soon as they took her off all the machines and brought her over here to the hospice wing of the hospital, but that hadn’t happened yet and her vital signs were as steady as ever.

Her midmorning ministrations completed, the aide sat down in the recliner next to the window, uncapped the cup of coffee one of the staff had brought her, and reached for the worn King James Bible that had been the old woman’s comfort when she moved into her daughter’s home after the first bad stroke. She had tried to accommodate herself to the modern version, but it was the old familiar phrases that spoke to her heart most deeply. Before the last stroke, she had wanted someone to read it aloud and the aide enjoyed it as well. Psalms and Proverbs were the old woman’s favorites, and the aide turned to the page she had left off at the evening before, because it was said that people could hear and understand, even when in a vegetative state.

“He that goeth about as a talebearer revealeth secrets…An inheritance may be gotten hastily at the beginning, but the end thereof shall not be blessed.”
            


The aide paused to take a sip of the hot, fragrant coffee and glanced over at her patient. The old woman’s eyes were open wide and her clear blue eyes bored into the aide’s.

“…secrets,” she whispered. “…not an inheritance…was a debt he never paid…But it was blessed, wasn’t it? All those babies saved?”
         

The aide was so startled that coffee splashed across the Bible’s thin pages.

“Miss Rachel?”

“I didn’t tell Jacob. You know I didn’t, Jed…you have to tell him…you need to stop or tell him yourself.”

Those first words came out thin and raspy but her voice strengthened with each new syllable.

The aide mopped up the worst of the spilled coffee and laid aside the Bible, then went to bend over that newly animated face. “Miss Rachel? Miss Rachel, honey?”

The old woman paused as if listening, then smiled up into eyes only she could see. “Did you see the way Ransom looked at me in church? You reckon he likes me?”

The aide patted her cheek and said, “I’m sure he does, honey.”

“Well, it’s about time you answered me! Where’d Jacob get to? The cow’s got out again and I can’t find her and it’s almost two hours past milking time. Kezzie’s gonna skin y’all alive if he comes home and sees y’all didn’t mend the fence. Mammy said…”

Moving over to the window with her cell phone, the aide touched one of the numbers on her call list and waited until someone finally answered. “Sally? This is Lois. You know how you and Jay-Jay were grieving that you’d never hear your mama’s sweet voice again? Both of y’all need to get back over here right away, honey. She’s talking a blue streak.”


	

    
	
		
CHAPTER

3
            


When you have no basis, abuse the plaintiff.
               

— Cicero





So who died?” I asked Portland Brewer when she joined me for a late lunch at Bright Leaf Restaurant, a block from the Colleton County courthouse.
         

Her uncle Ash is married to my Aunt Zell and we’ve been best friends ever since we got kicked out of the junior girls’ Sunday school class for reducing prissy little Caroline Atherton to tears two Sundays in a row. Black does nothing for her olive skin or dark curly hair or even for her figure now that she’s back to her pre-pregnancy shape, so the only reason she has a good black suit is because she still believes red isn’t suitable for funerals.

“Laurel McElveen’s niece,” she said, and when she saw my blank look, she elucidated. “You know…the woman that came to live with her after the accident?”

Mrs. McElveen is one of Portland’s blue-chip clients and a mover and shaker here in Dobbs. The widow of a wealthy cardiologist, she sits on several boards, including the library and the hospital. Two or three years ago, she was crippled in a car crash. I heard about the accident at the time, of course, but I’d never met the companion and her name wasn’t familiar.

“What happened?”

“Heart attack, apparently. Same thing that killed her mother. Mrs. McElveen blames herself for not realizing Evelyn might’ve had a weak heart, too. In a weird way, though, it seems to have put the starch back in her.”

“Starch?”

“She used to be so opinionated and decisive before the accident, and no rubber stamp for any of the board members she worked with.”

“I’ve heard Barbara on the subject,” I said dryly. My brother Zach’s wife is Colleton County’s library director. “Mrs. McElveen browbeat the county commissioners into keeping the libraries funded.”

“Don’t I know it? For a while there, I was afraid she was going to make me take the whole board to court, but ever since Christmas, it was like she was drifting into a fog or something. She stopped going to board meetings, stopped her therapy, just didn’t seem to care about anything.”

“Depression?”

“Maybe. She worked really hard to get the use of her legs back, but she still can’t walk more than a few steps, so maybe she did get depressed. But she called me last week and when I saw her right after the funeral today, it’s as if she’s decided to rejoin the living. All piss and vinegar again. Wants to rewrite her will now that her niece has died. You having wine?”

She’d been totally conscientious about alcohol while carrying and then nursing the baby, but she’d missed her occasional glass of wine with our lunches.

I shook my head. “You go ahead, though. I have to be back in court this afternoon.”

The waitress had already brought me a glass of iced tea, and when she came back with Portland’s wine, she asked if we wanted to split the shrimp salad, our usual choice when we eat here. Bright Leaf serves the same gigantic portions that made it popular back when farmers came to town on Saturdays after a week of heavy manual labor in the tobacco fields that used to surround Dobbs; and while I have a healthy appetite, I do try to keep it reined in.

Now that we’re both working mothers, we don’t hang out together as much as we used to, so there was a lot of news to catch up on. Her baby, Carolyn Deborah, was seventeen months old now and talking like an iPod left on autoplay, while my stepson—no, not my stepson, I happily reminded myself, not since the adoption went through last month—my son. Cal turned ten last month and would be playing Little League baseball again this summer.
         

Three years ago, neither Portland nor I had seen this coming.

She and Avery had been married for fourteen years and had almost given up hope of ever having children, while Dwight wasn’t even on my radar except as a longtime family friend who furnished a handy shoulder to cry on whenever my love life turned sour. Then suddenly we were married. A month later, his ex-wife was murdered and his son Cal came to live with us. Happily, we’ve all managed to adjust and now it’s hard for Portland to remember what her life was like before Carolyn. Same for me. I can’t begin to imagine mine without Dwight and Cal in it.

“Did I tell you that we’re finally building the pond shed?” I asked as I speared the last grape tomato on my plate. “Seth and Haywood are going to help Dwight pour the slab this weekend.”

Portland laughed. “When are you going to show him the pig?”

My brother Will runs an auction house and he’d given me a good deal on a large pink metal sign that was pig-shaped, measured about five feet long by three feet tall, and spelled out BAR-B-CUE & SPARE RIBS in bright pink neon. The metal was rusty and dented, and the pink tubing on the back side was too broken to be repaired, but my brother Herman, Haywood’s twin, is an electrician, as are his daughter and son. Together they’ve done a great job of getting the front side working so that when it’s switched on, the feet look as if they’re running. Cal giggles every time he sees it. When the shed is built and the front sides screened in, that pig should look great on the back wall.
         

I’m crazy about neon, the lit tubes and bright colors rev me up, but Dwight thinks the signs I’ve collected are white-trash tacky. I still have hopes of converting him, but I need to choose the right moment. “I’m going to let Cal give it to him for Father’s Day.”

“Sneaky,” said Portland. “Be sure you let Avery and me know when you plan to unveil it. We want to see Dwight’s face.”

We moved on to courthouse gossip. There was a rumor going round that one of the magistrates was sleeping with her husband’s business partner and that her husband might be embezzling from the firm, so was it true passion or a safety play on the wife’s part? Stay tuned, folks.

  


As we walked back to the courthouse together, the sun burned down from a cloudless blue sky and made us grateful for the fully-leafed crepe myrtles and acanthus trees that shaded the sidewalks. Middle of May and almost every tree had a ring of colorful petunias, impatiens, or coleus around its base, and bright red geraniums bloomed in the concrete urns on either side of the courthouse door.

I don’t hear too many jury cases, but when I do, I give a slightly longer than usual lunch break so that people don’t have to bolt their food, which was why Portland and I could take our time.

“All rise,” said the bailiff as I entered the nearly empty courtroom. Except for a couple of gray-haired courtroom buffs who attend jury trials as a form of cheap entertainment, the other eight or ten seemed to be partisans of the combatants, and that included the group that had come in with my cousin earlier.

I took my place behind my nameplate, a gift from Barbara McCrory, a Wisconsin friend who made it to the bench before me. My name is on the front, but the back reads: REMEMBER: THIS IS NOT ALL ABOUT YOU.
         

“Oyez, oyez, oyez,” the bailiff intoned. “This court is now back in session, the Honorable Deborah Knott present and presiding.”

With Mr. Connolly back on the stand, Joyce Mitchell, the attorney hired by Connolly’s sister, was ready to cross-​examine. Joyce is a quiet, soft-spoken woman who looks at least fifteen years younger than I know her to be.
         

She adjusted her glasses, tucked a strand of dark hair behind one ear, and smiled pleasantly. “Mr. Connolly, were you aware that your mother sold her house at the bottom of the market?”

“I know she got a lot less than the house was worth, but her rent wasn’t all that much either.”

“You also know that she needed round-the-clock nursing care the last three months of her life?”

Mr. Connolly gave an indignant snort. “And that was a waste of good money when she had three daughters living here who could’ve taken turns sitting by her bed.”

“And you, too, of course?” Joyce asked with sympathetic interest.

“Objection,” his attorney said. “What bearing does this have on my client’s claim?”

“It goes to show why there was considerably less money than he expected, Your Honor,” Joyce said.

“Overruled,” I agreed. “Continue.”

“Anyhow, I live four hours away.” He removed his glasses and polished them with his handkerchief. “All of them are just minutes.”

Joyce glanced at the jury box and I followed her eyes. A woman sitting in the front row had pressed her lips into a tight line.

Moving on, Joyce said, “I gather your mother was quite a collector, Mr. Connolly? Had a lot of valuable possessions?”

“She sure did. And I want to know what happened to them, because when my wife and I went to help clean out her house after the funeral, it’d been picked clean.”

“You’re sure she had a good eye for things of value?”

“Absolutely.” He slid his glasses back on and gave a firm jerk of his head to emphasize his point.

“Like those figurines for instance?”

He shrugged. “They might not’ve been to my taste, but I’ve looked on eBay and they’re asking eight or ten times what she would’ve paid for them.”

“Asking or getting? I daresay your attorney here could ask a thousand dollars an hour to represent you, but would you pay it?”

Smiles and laughter from the spectators.

Joyce allowed a dubious frown to cross her pretty face. “But maybe her furniture wasn’t as valuable?”

“Oh, yes, it was!” he said quickly. “Some of it—”

He suddenly realized where Joyce was headed and tried to backtrack. “I mean, some of it was good, but most of it was just ordinary furniture store stuff.”

“When you drove over in your pickup truck to help move your mother into a smaller house, did you take any of her furniture home with you?”

“Well, I might’ve taken— I mean, Mother might’ve given me some things she didn’t have room for.”
         

Joyce pulled a list from her files. “Did those things include a Chippendale piecrust table, a mahogany sleigh bed, an 1830 blanket chest, a Queen Anne chair, and a Hepplewhite mirror?”

A juror seated in the second row leaned forward to listen with bright-eyed interest. There was something familiar about her.

Mr. Connolly glared at Joyce. “Mother wanted me to have them.”

The juror raised a skeptical eyebrow and I realized that she was a picker for my brother Will’s auction house. I glanced at the seating chart. Jody Munger. I might not know what a Hepplewhite mirror was, but I bet Jody Munger did.

“Even though those six pieces are worth many times what the figurines would actually bring?” Joyce asked.

Mr. Connolly finally had the good sense to hush and let his attorney speak for him.

“Objection. Is there any proof that she owned those pieces or what they’re worth?”

Joyce held out copies of the document from which she had been reading, one for him and one for the court. “Your Honor, I’d like to enter as evidence this appraisal from her insurance company.”

I nodded and she reeled off values for the benefit of the jury, then turned back to Mr. Connolly. “At that same time, did you also take a twelve-gauge shotgun that had been appraised at around a thousand dollars?”

He could not let that go unchallenged. “That shotgun belonged to my daddy’s daddy and I’m the only Connolly male. Mother knew they wanted it to come to me.”

While the men on the jury might have agreed with that sentiment, two of the women exchanged glances that did not bode well for Mr. Connolly.

“No further questions,” Joyce said.

The only other witness for the plaintiff’s side was an antiques dealer from Raleigh who was presented as a specialist in Hummel figurines. She explained that they began as drawings by a German nun and were turned into ceramics in the 1930s.

“Mr. Connolly thinks that his mother began collecting them in the mid-fifties, so she might well have had some early examples worth several hundred dollars.”

An enlargement of an out-of-focus snapshot taken a few years earlier was entered into evidence. It pictured the late Mrs. Connolly standing in front of several shelves crammed with the knickknacks. The dealer pointed to one of the clearer items. “That looks like an Apple Tree Boy from the early seventies. Even though it’s comparatively late, it could fetch up to five or six hundred, depending on condition.”
         

Upon cross-examination, however, the dealer admitted that she had never actually seen the collection, only this picture. “Some of these do look like rare pieces, but without actually seeing them, I can’t be one hundred percent sure.”

She also grudgingly agreed when Joyce suggested that prices had dropped dramatically in the last few years.

With no further witnesses for Mr. Connolly’s side, Joyce Mitchell called a Peggy Clontz to the stand.

Mrs. Clontz was a cousin who had known the siblings from birth—“He was always a greedy little boy”—and she was present when the late Mrs. Connolly expressed dismay at what her son had taken. “She said she had told the girls to keep whatever was left for themselves.”

“Objection, hearsay, and self-interest,” said Connolly’s attorney.

Before I could rule, Joyce Mitchell quickly said, “Were you one of her heirs, Mrs. Clontz?”

The woman looked confused. “I thought she didn’t leave a will.”

“Let me rephrase that. Did you benefit in any way by her death?”

Mrs. Clontz shook her head.

“Did you expect some of the silver or the figurines?”

“Absolutely not. About three months before she died, we were looking at her collection. That’s when she gave me Feeding Time.”
         

“Feeding Time?”
         

“It’s a little farm girl feeding the chickens, like when we were children.”

I smiled at that, having a soft spot for chickens myself.

There being no questions from the plaintiff, Joyce called the sisters to the stand, beginning with Mrs. Morefield, whose blue eyes flashed with indignation at being accused of acting unfairly.

The two younger sisters confirmed what Mrs. Clontz had said and one added, “Dotty could have emptied Mother’s bank account, but she didn’t want to bust up the family over money.”

Her voice broke and she searched in her bag for a tissue. “He’s our brother, yet that’s all he seems to care about—money.”

(Or, as one of my law professors was fond of quoting, “Never say you really know someone till you’ve divided an inheritance with him.”)

Despite stringent cross-examination, all three sisters were clear about their mother’s wishes. Plaintiff’s attorney argued for the letter of the law, which was that when someone died intestate, the assets should be equally shared. “The furniture Mr. Connolly took should not be figured in, since his mother gave it to him before her death.”

“By that argument,” Joyce said, “there were no figurines and no silverware to share, because she gave everything else to her daughters before she died.”

The jury was out less than half an hour. They found for the defendant and wanted to know if they could compel Mr. Connolly to pay her legal fees.

I suppressed a smile, thanked them for their service, service that would exempt them from jury duty for the next two years, and said, “At this point, I will entertain motions from counsel.”

Mr. Connolly polished his glasses so vigorously that I expected to see the lens crumble to dust, and his attorney sat glumly while Joyce Mitchell made a formal motion to have me do exactly what the jury had suggested. She presented her figures and her fee was quite reasonable, so I signed the order that would require Mr. Connolly to reimburse his sister.

Marillyn Mulholland and some of the others seated near her had broad smiles on their faces as they surged toward Mrs. Morefield to congratulate her.

I rapped my gavel for silence and told them to take their celebration out to the hall. With order restored, I was looking at the documents for the one civil matter that remained on my calendar when my clerk whispered that my brother Seth’s wife had called and asked her to relay a message about my Aunt Rachel, my daddy’s younger sister.

“She died?” I asked, thinking that this was why Sally had left so abruptly. I was sad for her and for Daddy and Aunt Sister, too, but Aunt Rachel’s death had been expected for several days now.

The clerk shook her head. “Miss Minnie says she’s talking again and you might want to be there.”

By now it was after four o’clock, but rather than have me continue a simple uncontested divorce to a later date, the woman’s attorney swore we could get it done in fifteen minutes. I’m a fast reader. Ten minutes later, all the papers were signed, the marriage was formally dissolved, and I was out of there.


	

    
	
		
CHAPTER

4
            


Yet there is a certain musical quality of the voice which becomes—I know not how—even more melodious in old age.
               

— Cicero





As soon as I turned into the hospice wing that afternoon, the usual hospital smells of antiseptics and germicidal floor cleaners gave way to a warm yeasty aroma of cinnamon, nutmeg, and honey. Right away I knew Aunt Sister’s twin grand­daughters must have driven down from the mountains with a hamper of the signature sweet rolls they make for the tea room they run up in Cedar Gap. I was holding court up there in the mountains a couple of years ago when they lied to their parents about being enrolled in Tanser-McLeod College and used their tuition money to buy a half interest in the business.* It was only open for lunch and afternoon tea, but the twins shared such a talent for melt-in-your mouth baked goods that the place was usually jammed. I hoped I’d be able to snag one of their buttery caramel buns before they disappeared.
         

Knotts old and young spilled out into the hall from Aunt Rachel’s room. Mostly they were the younger generation: my cousins, nephews, and nieces. They sipped from plastic water bottles and munched on sugary rolls, talking in the low voices you always hear when death is near. The older ones had crowded into Aunt Rachel’s room to cluster around her bed.

Hospice rooms are fairly big and visiting rules are more relaxed so that friends and family don’t have to take turns saying goodbye. Nevertheless, mine is such a large family that the room couldn’t hold all of us at one time. Still, I managed to eel my way past some of my brothers and cousins and their spouses to get close enough to see and hear.

My brother Herman’s wheelchair occupied the space normally allotted to a nightstand, and Daddy and Aunt Sister sat on the other side. Aunt Rachel’s son Jay-Jay and her purple-haired daughter Sally sat shoulder to shoulder. The bed had been lowered almost to the floor, which made it easy for them to reach out and stroke her arms or hold her hands.

Daddy and I had visited here as soon as Jay-Jay called to say that he and Sally had agreed to have Aunt Rachel’s life-support system turned off, but Sally had gone home to shower and change, so I hadn’t seen her in several weeks. How I’d missed hearing about her new wig was a mystery since Doris and Isabel, my most judgmental sisters-in-law, took great pleasure in starting phone calls with “You will not believe what that flaky Sally’s gone and done now.”
         

I myself thought they should cut her a little slack considering that she had beaten the big C and had even taken Aunt Rachel into her home after the stroke. They thought that cancer should have sobered her and they were a little miffed that Aunt Rachel thought the multicolored wigs were cute.

Tears ran down Jay-Jay’s face as he held one of his mother’s restless hands. As quiet and self-effacing as Sally was loud and flamboyant, he was sixty years old but had remained her baby boy despite a receding hairline, an expanding waistline, two failed marriages, and three children of his own. While he and Sally and everyone else had begun grieving last month when it became clear that Aunt Rachel would never regain consciousness, hearing her voice again had triggered another outpouring of emotions.

Earlier, when I returned Minnie’s call, my favorite sister-in-law had described how Aunt Rachel seemed to be back in her girlhood, talking to people long dead. “Your daddy and Aunt Sister had almost forgotten some of the names. One minute it’s like Jay-Jay’s just been born. The next minute, she’ll start talking about Jacob and Jed like they were still alive and cutting monkeyshines.”

Jacob and Jedidiah. Not that I or any of my brothers had ever known them.

Twins run in our family—Aunt Sister has twin granddaughters and Daddy has two sets of twin boys: Herman and Haywood from his first wife, Adam and Zach from my mother. But there had been twins in his generation, too.

At nineteen, Daddy had been the man of the house for more than four years when they died.

Aunt Sister was eighteen.

Aunt Rachel, the baby of the family, was fourteen and just getting interested in boys.

Jacob and Jed were halfway between them. The summer they turned sixteen, Jacob hit his head on a rock and drowned in Possum Creek. Jed was so devastated that he ran away from home, lied about his age, and joined the army. He was killed in a training exercise at Fort Bragg before he even finished basic.

Aunt Rachel loved Daddy and Aunt Sister, but she had idolized Jed and Jacob. When her own son was born, she had named him Jacob Jedidiah, Jay-Jay for short, and now that she was wandering back in time, she seemed to be caught in a sort of loop where one name summoned up the others.

“Jed says her name’s Annie Ruth…Letha says she may not be pretty but she’s a real hard worker. Mammy likes her, Sister, even if you don’t. If they was to get married…”

I didn’t know who Letha was but, hearing the name of his first wife, I glanced at Daddy and saw him raise an eyebrow at Aunt Sister, who’s a bit of a snob. Not that she had anything to be snobbish about back then. Through the years, though, I’ve always had the impression that maybe she looked down on Annie Ruth, who was indeed a hard worker if my older brothers’ dim memories of their mother could be trusted.

Daddy couldn’t have been such a great catch himself. The son of a moonshiner? A grade-school dropout with four younger siblings and a widowed mother to support? But they did own a house and a hundred acres of rich bottom land, which was a hundred acres more than Annie Ruth’s family ever held title to. And Daddy’s mother read to them from the Bible every night. I’m not real sure Annie Ruth could read all that good.

“I’m so sorry, Richard.” Grief laced Aunt Rachel’s voice. “Those poor little babies and Jannie! That house was a tinderbox, just waiting for a match…Her husband…How could he hit her and then stand up in church like that? But the deacons put the fear of God in him, didn’t they?”

A moment later, her lips twitched with sudden amusement. “And one of ’em’s a cowbird egg, Brack. He still don’t know and he could eat that pretty little goldfinch with a spoon…Love’s blind, ain’t it?” Abruptly, her brow furrowed. “It ain’t love, Jed. Sister says y’all are like two hound dogs after a bitch in heat…So hot, so hot. All that work and that last batch of soup ruined…Mammy just set and cried till dark. Oh, Jacob, Jacob, Jacob!”

Distressed, Jay-Jay grasped her hand. “It’s okay, Mama. It’s okay.”

“Annie Ruth always did want a lot of babies…babies. Annie said…Oh, those precious baby girls! He signed a note, but I’m sure he never paid it.”

Here in May, the days were still getting longer, but as shadows lengthened across the grounds outside, Aunt Rachel talked on and on, gesturing with her hands and half rising up from the pillows, her blue eyes flashing. She talked of babies, fires, and unpaid debts, of someone who beat his wife and of cowbirds and vegetables and broken jars. She relived the grief of Jacob’s death over and over, the joy of Jay-Jay’s birth, and whether someone named Ransom might like her as much as she liked him.

Unlike Aunt Sister, who could be chary with her words, Aunt Rachel had a gift for mimicry and dramatic narratives. As a child, I loved it when the adults got together to play and sing and amuse each other with community news and gossip. Aunt Rachel seldom named names even though she lived some twenty-five miles away at the other end of the county from us and it was unlikely that we would know who she was talking about. Mother’s theory was that she liberally embellished her tales, and certainly it was true that she could make crossing the road to mail a letter sound funny.

Aunt Sister’s wit was as dry as Daddy’s but more caustic and usually at someone else’s expense, while Aunt Rachel’s was warm and self-deprecating, which was probably why such a cross section of the wider community had gathered. Family members, church friends, longtime neighbors, and former customers came and went as word spread through the community that she was talking again. Several of the younger cousins were using their cell phones to catch her ramblings.

“Annie worried that he wouldn’t amount to much if she didn’t help him, but she made him promise…He kept it all, though, didn’t he? Just like her Easter basket. Ate all his chocolates and hers, too. Always wanted what he wanted, didn’t he?…I’m real glad she never had to know…break her heart right in two. She said my tomatoes held their flavor the best…Mammy’s seeds. So hot to be canning, no wonder Jacob went to the creek, and not just for Letha neither. Corn…okra…” A smile curled Aunt Rachel’s lips. “Remember when Sally put a tomato in Brack’s chair and he sat down on it and Jay-Jay…” Her voice trailed off into hoarseness and Sally leaned over with a spoonful of crushed ice to moisten her mother’s mouth.

Aunt Rachel swallowed and said, “Jay-Jay?”

My cousin leaned forward, clasping her bony hands even tighter. “I’m here, Mama. It’s okay. I’m here.”

“Where’s Jacob? Won’t y’all supposed to be helping Kezzie?” She paused as if listening. “Yeah, she come by but leave her be, Jed. Jacob saw her first. She’s too fast for y’all anyhow. That bathing suit!” She began to giggle. “Hazel was so proud of that fancy new bathing suit…Six dollars for it at Hudson-Belk’s but soon as it got wet, it showed everything she had. She said Rufus’s eyes like to’ve popped out of his head ’fore she could get a towel…”

The words came with more difficulty as if rasped from raw vocal cords.

Sally looked at the aide. “Shouldn’t she ought to rest now? She’s been talking for hours.”

“Since about noon,” the aide agreed.

Her minister stepped forward with a worn leather Bible in his hand. “Maybe if we pray?”

He was a young man, but his voice held pulpit phrasing and we all automatically bowed our heads. “Lord God, who healed the lame and gave sight to the blind, we thank you for the precious gift of words that you have bestowed on this family—”

“…and if it’s a boy, we’ll name him Jacob Jedidiah,” Aunt Rachel croaked. “Oh, Sister, why? Where was Billy? Or Ransom? Why’d he sneak off to the creek like that? You reckon Letha told him she’d be there? Be just like her, wouldn’t it? Stirring up trouble?”

So much grief laced her words that the minister fell silent.

“Sing,” Daddy said suddenly. “Remember that time when she was so sick with the whooping cough we thought she was gonna cough herself to death and Mammy made her easy by singing to her? Remember, Sister?”

With tears in her eyes, Aunt Sister took a swallow from the Pepsi can in her hand and began to sing in a soft low voice.


Sleep, Rachel, sleep.
            

Just count your daddy’s sheep.
            



Her daughter Beverly joined in. We’ve always made music together and over the years, made-up lyrics have replaced some of the original ones. Soon a half-dozen voices or more added harmony to that old lullaby.


Now mammy shakes them sleeping trees
            

And dreams drift softly down like leaves.
            

Sleep, Rachel, sleep.
            



After two more verses, Aunt Rachel’s hoarse voice dwindled into silence. Her lips continued to move, but no sounds came out. When her clear blue eyes closed, we automatically began to step back quietly. Seth stretched out a hand to help Daddy to his feet and her son-in-law did the same for Aunt Sister.

Both are in their eighties now but still straight of back and steady on their feet once they’re actually standing.

“How’d we get so old, Kezzie?” she whispered. “Set too long and everything wants to seize up.”

As she turned to follow him, someone bumped her arm and her Pepsi went flying, landing in the middle of the bed. Brown liquid fizzed from the can and soaked into the sheet covering that frail body.

“Oh, dear Lord!” Aunt Sister gasped.

We all held our breath, expecting Aunt Rachel to waken, but she lay motionless except for her lips, which still formed silent words.

“Don’t you worry,” said the aide. She stepped forward to raise the bed to working level. “Why don’t y’all go get some supper? I’ll change her sheets and freshen her up a bit.”

Even Jay-Jay realized that freshen her up a bit meant she was going to change his mother’s gown, and he joined the general exodus.
         

I realized I could use some “freshening up” myself, but by now there would be a line in the public restroom. Although there were several rooms on this floor, Aunt Rachel’s was the only one being used, so I ducked into the darkened room across the hall and tried the bathroom door. It was locked.

“Just a minute,” said a female voice from within and a moment later, I heard a flush and the rush of running water, then a very pretty young woman stepped out, one arm in a pale green summer cardigan.

“Sorry,” she said and held the door for me. As she put her other arm through the sleeve of her sweater, a button caught in her necklace and pearls went flying everywhere.

“Oh no!” she cried and immediately began picking them up. “I knew I should have had them restrung.”
         

I helped her finish picking them up, then she left and I went on into the bathroom. As I was washing my hands afterwards, I spotted a gleaming pearl that had bounced onto this tiled floor. I retrieved it from where it had landed between the wastebasket and the wall, then walked toward the elevator and staircase, which lay around the corner at the end of the hall. There was no sign of the girl, so I dropped her pearl in my purse and joined the others. People were voicing their regrets as they left, all telling Sally and Jay-Jay to be sure and let them know if there was anything they could do to help in the coming days.

Sally almost looked her real age and Daddy and Aunt Sister were clearly tired, but they didn’t want to go home. An open wooden staircase led down to the hospice family room on the next floor, part of the original main core of the hospital before new wings were built, and they did agree to go that far when the preacher said that some of Aunt Rachel’s prayer group had set up a makeshift buffet of cold cuts and salads.

“I believe I could eat a ham biscuit if anybody’s brought some,” Aunt Sister said, and Daddy allowed as how a deviled egg might taste right good.

The minister paused at the bottom of the worn oak steps and assured them that the funeral service would include all the hymns and readings that Aunt Rachel had requested when she gave him instructions after her first stroke back last winter.

“Although I’ll be glad to stay with y’all tonight if you want me to,” he said.

“That’s okay,” Sally said. “We’ll be fine.”

After sitting so long on hard straight chairs, though, they were glad for the overstuffed chairs and couches and Aunt Sister gave a sigh of pure pleasure as she settled into a soft leather sofa.

While grandchildren and cousins gave them goodbye hugs, I fixed them both plates and then went back for one of my own, stopping to say a word here and there to the church women, who gave me sympathetic smiles.

“Poor Sister,” said one of the older women. “First Rufus and now Rachel.”

“At least she’s back home now and got all y’all,” said another.

Uncle Rufus retired some twenty years ago. The children were grown and off on their own, so he and Aunt Sister had sold their house, bought an RV, and turned into gypsies. With relatives scattered from California to Florida, there was always a friendly driveway where they could park for a few days and even a few weeks when they came through Colleton County. The high price of gasoline and his tricky heart had brought them home for good two years ago. They traded their last Winnebago in on a used doublewide, and Daddy let them put it on a piece of land he owned a few miles west of the farm, over towards Fuquay. While Uncle Rufus was out picking butter beans in their garden last summer, his heart stopped beating. A neighbor saw him fall, but he was gone before the rescue truck could get there.

My two aunts had talked about moving in together now that both were widowed, but before they could decide which home to give up, Aunt Rachel’s stroke had made that moot.

“At least Rufus didn’t linger like Rachel,” said another of their friends. “It’s awful hard on the family if it takes so long.”

Someone vaguely familiar was talking to Minnie, someone I seemed to connect with politics since Minnie acts as my campaign manager and has always been active in the party. She waved me over.

“Deborah, I don’t believe you’ve met James Collins?”

“Please. Call me Jim. Both of you.” He was short and solidly built, with a bald head and the largest nose I’d ever seen on a face that small, but his friendly smile soon made me forget his looks. Especially when Minnie reminded me that he had donated to my campaign last fall.

“I hope I thanked you properly,” I said. As a judicial candidate, my donor base is so small it doesn’t take long to send each of them a personal note of thanks.

His smile broadened. “You did,” he said. “In fact, yours was the only handwritten thank-you I got. Refreshing.”

  


When I got back to Daddy and Aunt Sister, the aide was there. A cheerful little butterball, she said Aunt Rachel’s breathing seemed to be shallow, but otherwise she was resting easy, so Sally encouraged her to go get something to eat. They themselves had almost finished and were back to talking about Aunt Rachel’s amazing burst of speech.

“Such a gift,” said Sally as she accepted another plastic cup of sweet iced tea. “Right before y’all got here, she was talking to Dad like he was still alive and they’d just got married. It was so sweet. I just wish she could have stayed at that part of her life instead of going back to when the twins died.”

“Funny,” said Jay-Jay. “I’ve been hearing that story all my life about somebody who bought a bathing suit that got transparent when it got wet, but Mama never said who it was, so I didn’t know that it was Hazel Upchurch or that Uncle Rufus was one of the men who saw her.”

Daddy grinned. “Me neither. Rufus ever talk about it, Sister?”

Aunt Sister rolled her eyes, but her daughter Beverly laughed. “He did to me. Told me to always wet a new bathing suit before I wore it in public.”

Aunt Sister chose to ignore that and gave a disapproving frown as she reached out to adjust Sally’s purple jersey top, which was in danger of slipping off her shoulder entirely.

We’re all used to Aunt Sister’s prudery and Sally just smiled.

“What was that about cowbirds and goldfinches?” I asked.

Aunt Sister frowned and shook her head and Sally didn’t seem to know either.

Daddy gave a half smile. “Cowbirds don’t build a nest or raise their own chicks. They just lay their eggs in somebody else’s nest. Sounds like she knew somebody that was raising a cowbird.”

“What I want to know is who was Letha?” asked Sally. “I don’t ever remember hearing that name.”

“And who was Ransom?” asked Jay-Jay, equally curious.

Although both had worked alongside their parents on the truck farm and at the vegetable stand, both had left for easier office jobs in Raleigh as soon as they finished high school.

“Ransom?” Aunt Sister’s wrinkled face softened with a smile. “Your mama had such a crush on him. What was his last name, Kezzie?”

Daddy cast his mind back over the years. “Barber? Barton? I can’t rightly remember. His people came from Georgia and they moved back after a few years. Barkley?”

“Barley!” Aunt Sister exclaimed, delighted to have retrieved the name. “And he had a brother named Donald. Nice-looking boys, both of them. I believe their daddy worked as a lineman for the power company so he got moved around right much.”

Sally spread some chicken salad on a cracker and handed it to her brother. “He was Mama’s boyfriend?”

“Not really. Rachel was only fourteen that summer and Mammy wouldn’t let us go off in cars till we was sixteen. And then it had to be at least two couples.”

“Really?” Sally was amused. “Bet if I know Mama, she bent that rule a time or two.”

“And Mammy bent a peach switch across her legs, but that didn’t stop her from sneaking down to the creek to meet him once in a while.”

Daddy smiled at Jay-Jay. “If he hadn’t moved back to Georgia, I’m thinking your last name might be Barley now.”

Aunt Sister shook her head. “Naw, now, don’t you remember? After Jacob drowned, she wouldn’t have nothing to do with any of them boys.”

“That’s right.” Daddy’s smile faded. “She blamed them ’cause they didn’t save him. Blamed Jed, too, didn’t she?”

“Blamed who for what, Mr. Kezzie?”

I turned and saw that Dwight had come in unnoticed.

“Where’s Cal?” I asked, half expecting to see our son with him.

“He and Mama went to pick strawberries over at Smith’s Nursery.” Then to the others, “She sent y’all her regards.”

“You eat yet, Dwight?” asked one of the church women who’s known him since childhood and doesn’t stand on ceremony even though Dwight is now Sheriff Bo Poole’s second-in-command.

“No, ma’am.”

“Then you need to let me get you some of my turkey casserole.”

She bustled off to the buffet and Sally said, “What happened with Dotty Morefield and her brother, Deborah? Did he win?”

I shook my head and she gave a triumphant fist pump.

“Why were you and Marillyn Mulholland there? Are y’all friends with Mrs. Morefield?”

She nodded. “I don’t know her as well as Marillyn and the others do. Her mother died last year before I joined the Daughters, but she still comes by once in a while.”

“Daughters?” I asked.

“Designated Daughters,” she said, licking a fleck of chicken salad from fingers that sported bright turquoise nails that matched her leggings.

She smiled at my look of puzzlement. “They got the name when the first members began meeting at the senior center at least twenty or thirty years ago. It’s stayed the same even though Charles is a man and Kaitlyn, the one pushing the wheelchair, is a granddaughter and JoAnn’s a niece. Everybody’s a caregiver and we meet to bitch or cry or share ways to cope with the lemons life’s handed some of us.” She patted Jay-Jay’s hand. “Not that this has been a lemon for me. Jay-Jay’s been over every week since Mama’s moved in with me after her first stroke. But some of them—like in court today? Some people don’t want to do anything for their loved one and yet they’re right there with the U-Haul when it’s time to clean out the house. You wouldn’t believe the stories I’ve heard.”

“Want to bet?” I said, totally jaded after five years on the bench.

Before either of us could start citing chapter and verse, the aide stopped to tell Sally she would be with Aunt Rachel if they wanted her. She had a piece of pecan pie on a paper plate and took it with her around the corner of the staircase to where the elevator was.

Sally and I had just seated ourselves near Daddy and Aunt Sister—she with pie, me with a steaming cup of coffee—when we saw the aide reappear at the top of the stairs. She hurried down them, almost stumbling in her haste. Her round face white with shock, she leaned into our group and spoke to my cousins in low urgent tones. “Sally! Jay-Jay! Come quick. Miss Rachel’s dead!”

“Dead?”
         

For a moment, we sat stunned. Less than forty minutes ago, we’d seen her in animated conversation, talking and laughing. True, it was with friends and family long gone, but still…to slip away that quickly?

Sally grasped my hand to come with them and Daddy rose to his feet to follow, too.

When we got up to the room, Aunt Rachel’s head lay back against the pillow as if she were still sleeping. Her lips were still now, but there was something odd about her face.

“What happened to her nose?” asked Sally. “Is that blood?”

It was as if Aunt Rachel’s nose had slightly collapsed to one side. A hairline trickle of red had seeped from her left nostril and collected in the wrinkles at the base of her nose.

“Let me get a washcloth,” said the aide and raised the bed up from its position near the floor before stepping into the bathroom.

Sorrow welled up within me as Jay-Jay put one arm around his tearful sister and, with his other hand, smoothed back his mother’s tousled hair. I linked my arm through Daddy’s and was leaning against his shoulder when I noticed that one of the pillows had fallen on the floor under the bed. I stooped to retrieve it and a cold chill ran through me as my brain tried to make sense of what I was seeing on the pillow’s underside.

A small patch of bright red.

“Where’d that come from?” asked the aide. She looked at my aunt’s lifeless form, bewildered. “I left her with two pillows under her head. No way could Miss Rachel pull one out and throw it on the floor. And where’s her pillow slip?”

“Somebody go get Dwight,” I said and stopped her before she could wipe the blood from Aunt Rachel’s nose.

“Dwight?” asked Sally, bewildered.

“Noses don’t break by theirselves,” Daddy said grimly. “Somebody put that pillow on her face and mashed down real hard, so yeah, we need Dwight up here right now.”

*High Country Fall
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