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Prologue



LIGHT FROM the half-moon cast shadows through the old oaks all around the park, dark and foreboding. A chilly winter wind blew dried leaves across his path through the parking lot. Marlon didn’t like being in this place. A man of his stature shouldn’t be seen in a place like this. He had to be careful about his reputation—especially now that everything was going his way. The contracts with the city and the transit authority were nailed down, the architect had delivered the final plans for the new center, and even the recalcitrant ones were not fighting him this time.

But he had no choice. He couldn’t be seen with her in the bright light of day, much less let her come to his office. As he scanned the park, he didn’t see her now, and a frown of worry crossed his brow.

He pulled the sleek car behind a large oak tree, hoping it wouldn’t be visible to the casual eye, and killed the motor. He had turned off the lights and locked the doors when he’d first turned into the park. He pulled the gun from the glove compartment and fingered it. No one knew he had it, and no one needed to know. Many nights he left his office late, often even after the janitor had left. And it wasn’t in the best of neighborhoods. The thugs were so bold now, one had even burst into a church and robbed the Wednesday-night Bible Study faithful. And this place wasn’t even church. This was the kind of place you could expect to get hijacked. And he didn’t intend to give up the car. Not his baby. He slid the gun under his left thigh, where it would be within easy reach.

His eyes swept the park again, looking right, looking left. He saw a couple on the walkway down by the footbridge over the little creek. For a hot second, Marlon thought it might have been her, and that she had brought muscle with her. Then he saw that they were hugging each other and staggering. When they reached the picnic table, the man dropped his pants, leaned back against the table, and pushed the woman to her knees. He held the back of her head in his hands. After a while, he roughly pulled her up and pushed her down over the table. Then he bent over her. How could they carry on this way in a public place? he thought. But then, hadn’t he done the same thing?

The sharp rap on the window startled him. He recognized her and unlocked the door. A cold wind blew into the car when she opened the door. As soon as she was seated, he locked it again. Even bundled in the overcoat, she was still small and cute, but it was clear that the life she led was taking some toll. Maybe if things had been different, maybe he could have…But not now. Too much was at stake. He’d just have to pray over it.

“Give ’em here,” he said, skipping the preliminaries. He held his hand out.

Without a word, she pulled the pictures from her pocket and placed them in his hand. He took the miniature flashlight from the console and trained its bright beam on them. His face hardened. The San Antonio Hilton logo stood out like neon. No question it could be the ruin of him. How could he have been so stupid? Maybe the right thing to do was just to own up to it, take his lumps, and start over somewhere else. But it was too late to start over. And he couldn’t walk away from the biggest deal of his life.

“And my mother’s locket?” he asked.

“It’s safe. Safe with the negatives,” she said in a flat voice.

The hard gun under his thigh claimed his attention. Maybe he should just kill her. It would be so easy. Just push her out of the car and shoot her. Her body would be found tomorrow. Just another casualty of the times and the lifestyle. Wouldn’t even make the paper. But he knew he couldn’t do that. That would be the last straw. Even prayer couldn’t save him from that one. Besides, he still wouldn’t have the negatives. He’d have to figure a way to get them and to get her off his back.

“What do you want?” he asked gruffly.

“I want them to know it wasn’t my fault.” Her voice sounded small and childlike.

“I’ve admitted it wasn’t your fault. I take all the blame.”

“I want them to know.”

He shook his head. “That would ruin me.”

“You ruined me,” she said quietly.

Marlon let that roll around in his head, bumping up against the shame he felt at the truth of it. But it didn’t change anything. He’d have to figure a way to chill her out—again.

“Blackmail is against the law. I ought to report you to the police,” he said, knowing at the same time that the bluff wouldn’t work. He knew she was smarter than that. She’d wised up a lot in the last ten years.

“You won’t do that.” Her voice was quiet and low and certain.

He let out a slow, resigned sigh. He smoothed his mustache with his thumb and forefinger, thinking.

“I can arrange for you to move to California. You can get a fresh start. You can be whoever you want to be. Of course, I’ll put in enough money for you to live fairly comfortably, and I’ll see that you have a job waiting. There’s nothing to keep you here. That way, neither of us will be ruined.”

“You just don’t get it, do you?” she said, giving him a hard look.

“Okay, well, how about New York? I have some connections there. Or Atlanta? That’s where all the young folk are going.” He heard the slightest edge of desperation in his voice and cleared his throat to get rid of it before she heard it too.

He heard the click of the door lock. She opened the door quickly, got out of the car, and walked off. He stabbed the button and the window quietly slid down.

“Come back here!” he hissed.

She didn’t even break her stride. Desperation and anger snatched the gun from under his thigh, pointed it at her back, and released the safety. He had her firmly in the crosshairs. Slowly, he let the gun down until it rested in his lap. Was it love that held him back? Or weakness? It wasn’t either; he had a better plan.
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RAY HELD himself still, squeezed between the hard end of the pew and the frumpy sister in a flamboyant hat. She was eyeing him as if he were a thick, juicy steak. The tie was choking him. The thin socks pulled at the hairs on his legs. The hard-soled leather shoes cramped his feet. Not because they were too small, but because he rarely wore them anymore. These days he wore sneakers. He felt out of place. He was only here because it was so important to his mother. Her talk about dying wishes and all had dragged him here. She was only seventy-two—and a spry seventy-two at that.

He’d grown up in this church. Well, not this church. The old church. The old sanctuary with the creaking fans, the offering table his father had built, and the old, dark pews. He couldn’t remember exactly how long it had been since he’d been here. Ten years. Maybe twelve. This was his first time since the new minister had come, with his big ideas about community involvement, business development, a bigger building. Mostly a bigger building.

Ray just didn’t understand why this Pastor’s Anniversary thing was so important to his mother to drag him here. What did it mean, except one more year in which the congregation hadn’t voted the pulpit vacant? Maybe that in itself was worth celebrating. Personally, he thought it was just an excuse to take up another collection.

He put a placid look on his face, as though he were really interested in the announcements about the coming week’s events. From his years in the army, he had plenty of experience masking his real feelings. He dutifully put a respectable bill in the offering plate, then handed it to the usher standing beside his pew. Glancing at his watch, he thought, if the service was over by one o’clock, he could still get a little fishing in before sundown.

When the purple-robed choir rose and began swaying in unison—lean on one foot, tap with the other, lean, tap—he thought of his mother’s misgivings about all the changes in the church, and especially her disgruntled pronouncements about “devil’s music.” But not even that would make her change her membership to another church. To stop himself from snapping his fingers to the jazzy beat, he consciously opened the program and began reading it. He’d read the program from cover to cover by the time the song ended and the organist segued into a slow medley of old-time hymns.

Then he heard the voice. A voice so low and sultry, he looked up. The choir stood stock-still, all of them posed with their hands clasped together, their lips pursed piously. “I Must Tell Jesus.” He followed the voice until he saw her, standing alone at the mike. The light that filtered through the stained glass fell across her face. Her demeanor was one of total reverence. The voice reverberated through him, striking a chord deep inside. Vivid memories of the old church coursed through him—the old preacher’s sermons on the scorching heat of Hell and the gold-paved streets of Heaven, the old ladies who were gone on to Glory now.

In the choirstand, Bobbie felt the Spirit enveloping her, overtaking her, filling all the empty spaces. It no longer mattered to her that this was her first solo. It didn’t matter that the favored soprano, Doretha, was cutting her a resentful eye. It didn’t matter that, for the Pastor’s Anniversary, the sanctuary was full to the brim, even the rarely used balcony. Nothing mattered, except the feeling. Not a feeling exactly. A surrender. “I Must Tell Jesus.” She couldn’t even hear her own voice. Only the feeling. Guiding her, leading her through the high notes, the low notes. It didn’t even feel as if she was singing. More like praying. Just telling it all to the One who could relieve her burdens. Telling Him her concern with Monika’s approaching adolescence. Telling Him about the trouble at school. Telling Him how Darlene’s problem was weighing her down. It was a wonder that she remembered the words to the song. But why not? She’d been singing it all her life.

 

“Raymond!”

Ray stopped in his tracks at the familiar voice and turned to see his diminutive mother through the throng of folk leaving the sanctuary. She wore her usual crisp white usher uniform with the black lace handkerchief in fanned pleats over her heart.

“I’m so glad you came. Wasn’t that a fine sermon? Come on, I want you to meet the minister,” she said, pulling him through the vestibule.

“Mama, I’ve got to—”

“Come on. Help your ol’ mama down these stairs now. This won’t take but a minute.”

Ray knew it was going to take longer than a minute, and that she didn’t need any help, but he acquiesced just the same.

Toward the foot of the stairs, he had a view of the entire fellowship hall. The woman was at the table on the far side of the room, dutifully filling little glass cups with pink punch. His mother’s voice dragged his attention away to the tall, well-dressed minister.

“Reverend Jackson, this is my son, Raymond. He’s retired from the U.S. Army and moved back home,” she said, her voice brimming with pride. “He grew up here at Mount Moriah, and he’s glad to be back.”

“Pleasure to meet you, Raymond,” the preacher said in a deep baritone voice. “I’m glad you’re going to be a part of our congregation.”

“Pleasure to meet you too, Reverend Jackson.” Ray knew he was expected to say that he had enjoyed the sermon, and that he looked forward to working in the church, but he wasn’t one to lie. He hadn’t heard one word of the sermon, and he fully intended this to be his only trip to the church this year. His eye found the woman again and he could still hear her haunting voice. He knew she was a woman of deep feeling, and he wondered how deep.

“Brother Harris,” he heard his mother say. “Meet my son, Ray.”

The flat tone in her voice caused Ray to pay attention. A stocky man in a one-size-too-small suit had joined them.

“Whazzup?” the man said, raising his chin in greeting and extending his fist for a dap.

Ray knew how to do it, but reserved that for men he cared about or respected. Instead he offered his hand in a formal handshake. He noticed that Reverend Jackson cut the man a quick disapproving glance. “Brother Harris is one of my steadfast Prayer Warriors. My right-hand man.”

Ray thought they looked like an unlikely pair. The GQ preacher and the behemoth in the cheap suit who sported a gold tooth that matched his gold earring. Ray just couldn’t get used to men wearing earrings. He knew it didn’t mean what it used to. Still, there was just something unmanly about it as far as he was concerned.

“Oh, there’s Sister Betty. Come on, Ray, I know she’ll want to see you. Excuse us, Pastor.”

As his mama dragged him around the room, showing him off to the old members, introducing him to the ones who’d joined while he was away, Ray told himself he just wanted to make his mama happy. But he knew better. His real reason for allowing his mother to detain him was to get a closer look at the woman.

“Mama, I’ll get you some punch,” he said, excusing himself from a conversation about the upcoming Ushers’ Banquet. “Can I get you a cup too, Mrs. Long?”

Once he got to the table, he was strangely tongue-tied. He stood at the back of the short line watching her. She moved with an efficient gracefulness, an economy of movement. As she handed him a cup, she looked at him curiously.

“Are you new here?” she asked.

“Yes. I mean, no.”

“It has to be one or the other,” she said with a smile.

“Not really.” It sounded flippant, and he hadn’t meant it that way.

He saw the look in her eye that said she thought he was playing a game and that she didn’t intend to play.

“I enjoyed your song,” he said, making sure that his voice sounded as sincere as he felt.

She looked a little embarrassed. “Thank you.”

“I like the old songs.”

She nodded with a smile. “Me too. What am I thinking about?” she said, wiping her hands on her apron, then extending one to him. “I’m Barbara Strickland. Most people call me Bobbie.”

“Raymond Caldwell.” He took her hand in his. “Most people call me Ray.”

“Oh, you must be Bessie Caldwell’s boy.”

“I’m her son,” he said with a reproving smile.

“Well, of course. I can see the resemblance. She talks about you all the time.”

“Then I’m sure she’s told you I won the war single-handedly,” he said with a chuckle.

“Seems like she did say something like that.”

“Don’t pay her any attention. I was just a supply officer.”

“I thought you were a general or something like that.”

He chuckled again. “Not quite. A lieutenant colonel. I worked my way up. Speaking of Ms. Bragging Bessie, I need another cup of your punch for her.”

She reached for another cup, but there were none. “Just a minute. I’ll have to go to the kitchen.”

As she walked away, he noticed her limp, and the bandage on her foot. He followed her to the kitchen.

“Here, let me,” he said, taking the tray of cups from her. “What happened to your foot?”

“Damned drawer. I mean, darned drawer. My kitchen drawer. It sticks and I have to jerk on it. Well, this time I guess I jerked too hard. Jerked the darned thing right out and it fell on my foot. Hurt like—heck.”

“What’s wrong with it?” he asked as he set the tray on the table.

“The drawer? It sticks. Didn’t I say it sticks? I don’t know. Off the track or something. It’s been that way for a while. I can’t find anybody to fix it. A guy came out once, but he was more interested in remodeling the entire kitchen. Seems like nobody wants to do a small job.”

“I do a little woodworking. I could take a look at it for you when I get a little time. Here’s my card.”

As she looked at the card, Bobbie thought that he must be about her age, and that he must have gotten a lot of exercise in the army. When he’d handed her his card, she’d noticed that he didn’t wear a ring. But she’d learned the hard way that didn’t mean anything. Why was she having these kinds of thoughts—and in the church no less? What she needed was a handyman. She tucked the card in her apron pocket and looked up at him.

“Do you have any idea what a small job like that might cost?” she asked.

“It wouldn’t have to cost a woman like you very much at all. Just give me a call.”

Bobbie drew her chin in and stared at him, a frown forming on her brow. What did he mean by a woman like her? What had he heard about her? She almost expected him to add, “I’ll take it out in trade.” But he looked sincere, even embarrassed, not lecherous as his come-on had suggested. She wasn’t interested in mixing business with pleasure.

Ray could tell from the look on her face that his words had come out all wrong, and he felt the heat of embarrassment on the tops of his ears. “What I meant to say is that I wouldn’t overcharge you. I didn’t—”

“Who do we have here, Sister Strickland? Don’t you want to introduce your friend to me?”

They both turned and looked at the woman who had joined them.

“I’m Jeralyn Jackson. The pastor’s wife.” She draped the fur coat over her other arm and offered him a perfectly manicured hand, graced by a diamond dinner ring.

“Yes, of course,” Bobbie said in a businesslike tone. “This is Raymond Caldwell. Sister Caldwell’s boy.”

“Son,” Ray corrected, extending his hand. “Pleased to meet you, Mrs. Jackson.”

“We all just love your mother here. She’s a pillar of our church. I don’t know what we’d do without her.”

Bobbie fought to keep from rolling her eyes. Jeralyn made it sound as though she and Reverend Jackson had built the church themselves and Sister Caldwell was a recent convert. Mrs. Caldwell had probably been a member of Mt. Moriah when Jeralyn was born, Bobbie thought. More than once, she’d actually prayed over the way she felt about Jeralyn. The woman was always bragging about her husband. Always dropping a mention of her affiliation with some social organization or city board. Bobbie knew she shouldn’t take it personally. Jeralyn was like that with everybody, but Bobbie felt that her comments about “proper child-rearing” were directed to her because of Darlene. Despite his “proper rearing,” the Jacksons’ son, Trey, was no saint either. In fact, Bobbie thought him a little odd. In their teenage years, he had had a crush on Darlene and had hung around her house. Jeralyn hadn’t said much about him in the last few years.

“If you all will excuse me, I need to make some more punch,” Bobbie said.

Ray watched her limp into the kitchen, then was drawn back by Mrs. Jackson’s voice.

“Of course you know that your mother can be quite obstinate when she sets her mind to something,” Jeralyn chuckled.

“Yes, I’ve known her a long time.” Ray completely understood.

“I hope you’ll be joining our flock. There’s definitely a place for you here. Pastor Jackson was just saying last night how he needs more men to become involved in his prison ministry. Strong men. Like Brother Harris. You’re military, aren’t you?”

“I was,” Ray said, sneaking a peek toward the kitchen.

“Well, that’s perfect. Just the kind of man Pastor Jackson needs. I’ll bet you know a lot about discipline and guns and everything.”

“A little. Could you excuse me? I need to take my mother this punch before the ice melts.”
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“COME ON, Monee. Hurry up. You can’t be late for school,” Bobbie called from the foot of the stairwell.

“I can’t find my pink socks, Granny.”

“You wore them Friday. They’re in the dirty-clothes hamper. Wear some others. And hurry, we’ve got to go.” Bobbie shook her head. Lord, that child would lose her arm if it weren’t attached, she thought, drumming her finger impatiently on the banister and leaning on the stairwell post. The post gave slightly, reminding her of yet another thing that needed fixing. She didn’t know whom to call for something like this. Maybe the janitor at the church would fix it for her. Or maybe Bessie Caldwell’s boy. Bobbie caught herself smiling at that thought. She remembered his card and that she’d left it in the apron pocket at church. Maybe she should just call Sister Caldwell and get his number. No. Sister Caldwell might read something into that. But why did she care what Sister Caldwell thought? It really was just for business. Maybe she could run by the church on the way home this evening to retrieve the card. She saw Monee at the top of the stairs in her white jeans, pink T-shirt, and matching socks.

“Monee, you didn’t take those socks out of the dirty-clothes hamper, did you?”

“Granny, it’s my only pink pair. I had to.”

“Monika Tanisha Strickland, if you don’t go put on some clean socks—”

“Aw, Granny, please.”

Bobbie’s brows knitted in stern disapproval. What would it look like for a school principal’s granddaughter to wear dirty socks to school? If they weren’t running late, if the child had had breakfast, if she didn’t have an early meeting with a parent, she would never let Monee get away with that. She would never have let Darlene or Darby get away with it.

“Okay, Monee. Just this once. Just hurry.”

Bobbie just had a soft spot for this child. She turned to get her keys as Monee bounced down the stairs, a happy smile on her face and her bookbag slung on her back.

“Careful with that post, Monee. You know it—”

“I know, Granny. I know.”

In the car, Monee asked, “Granny, can we stop at McDonald’s?”

“Just this one day. The rest of the week, I want you to get up early enough to eat a bowl of cereal.”

“Okay, Granny.”

Bobbie thought of all the mornings she had gotten up early enough to fix bacon, eggs, and grits, or Cream of Wheat or oatmeal, for her own children. They always went to school with a bottom on their stomach. Of course, as a single parent teaching school, she didn’t have McDonald’s money back then either. That reminded her that she needed to stop by the ATM on the way to pick Monee up that evening. It was gymnastics night, so there wouldn’t be time for her to cook dinner either.

 

Ray ran the board through the electric planer again, then ran his hand over it. A hint of a satisfied smile came to his face. He clamped the board on his workbench and turned on the router. It bit into the board, cutting the smooth path of the design. He hummed as he worked. He always did. Today it wasn’t his usual Temptations song or Jerry Butler. It was “I Must Tell Jesus.” That surprised him. He didn’t have anything to tell Jesus. He tried to change tunes, to substitute one of his favorites, but he couldn’t. So he gave in to it. He could see her face, tilted slightly upward, and the serene expression she wore by the end of the song. He understood serenity. It had taken a long time, a lot of sacrifice, but he’d reached that place.

He lifted the router from the board to regain his concentration. He figured he’d be finished with the piece by Friday. Not that the customer was in a hurry for it. And he certainly wasn’t. When he worked, he was never in a hurry, never on a schedule. He always got a good understanding up front with his customers about that. He’d spent most of his life on someone else’s schedule. Now it was only his own. He didn’t do this for the money—although he found he could name his price. He loved the wood. Loved the hardness of it. Loved taking a plain board and turning it into a thing of beauty.

Since Sunday, he’d regularly checked the Caller ID thing that his son had put on his phone months ago. He’d thought it unnecessary before, but didn’t have the heart to tell Sonny that. Now he could see how it could really come in handy. He thought sure she would have called by now. She had his card. If she wanted him to look at the drawer, she would call. He thought about his gaffe and toyed with the idea of calling and offering an apology. But maybe he should just leave well enough alone. Not call further attention to it. By Wednesday, he knew her number and where she lived. He didn’t know why he’d looked it up. It was just that the phone book had been right there. Handy. Sure enough, her name was there. B. L. Strickland on Auburnhill. Thursday night, he sat in his recliner sipping a beer, flipping channels with the remote. Tonight was choir rehearsal night. He doubted even the new preacher could have changed that. He looked at his watch. Maybe he should call and leave a message—just to follow up. Nah. She’d call. He fell asleep in the chair with the TV watching him.

 

Bobbie was at the stove, stirring in the big pot, and moving her body in time with Aretha belting out “Chain of Fools.” When the backup singers sang, “Chain, chain, chain,” she held the wooden spoon up like a mike and sang with them. It was Friday night and Monee was at her friend Lauren’s birthday sleepover. This was the first night in a long time that Bobbie had had the house all to herself. She had looked forward to it all week. Fresh sheets were already on her king-size bed. Five CDs were in the player, and her plans included a long bubble bath, complete with candles, and her new book—and definitely no alarm clock in the morning. She would wake up on her own around nine, straighten up the house, and take Mrs. Swink a bowl of gumbo. Then she’d pick Monee up. Lauren’s mom had been firm about wanting the girls picked up by eleven, and Bobbie understood. Twenty hours with seven squealing little girls would be more than she could bear.

When the doorbell rang, Bobbie looked up from the big pot, wondering who it could be. A frown of irritation crossed her face at the thought that it was probably Darlene. Damn Darlene. Bobbie wasn’t sure whom this “tough love” was harder on, her or Darlene, but her mind was made up. If Darlene was hungry, she could have as many bowls of gumbo as she wanted, but not one red cent.

Looking through the peephole, Bobbie could only see shadows cast by the two pin oaks in her yard, and the lone figure of a man in the moonlight. She flicked on the porch light. At first she didn’t recognize him. When she did, she drew her chin in and tightened her lips. She opened the door.

“Evening, Ms. Strickland. How’re you doing?”

“I’m fine, Trey. And you?” Bobbie made no move to let him in.

“God is good, Mrs. Strickland. All the time.”

She wondered if he had learned that at Morehouse College, or wherever he’d been this time. He looked like a replica of his father, down to the expensive suit and polished shoes. Trey had Reverend Jackson’s good looks and smooth confidence, but Bobbie had always sensed a strange edge around Trey, even when he’d been a teenager.

“I’m glad you know that. How long have you been back?”

“Not long.”

“Have you moved back here, or are you just visiting?”

“I haven’t decided just yet.”

“Oh.” Bobbie thought she knew what that meant. “Did you want something in particular? I’m kind of busy.”

“Yes, ma’am. I’m looking for Darlene. Is she here?”

“No, Trey. She doesn’t live here.”

“Well, I just thought I might catch her here. I saw her earlier today and she said she might come by here tonight.”

That explained that nagging little feeling Bobbie had tried to push to the back of her mind all evening.

“Well, I don’t expect her. But if I see her, I’ll tell her you’re looking for her. Should I tell her to call you at your folks’ house?”

“Ah, no, ma’am. I’ll just check back.”

“There’s really no need for you to check back here. I don’t expect her.”

“All right, Ms. Strickland. If you’ll just tell her I came by.”

“I’ll do that, Trey. Good night.”

Bobbie closed the door and turned off the porch light. She wasn’t a rude person, but she wanted to make sure that Trey got the message. The CD had changed and the sound of Patti LaBelle’s voice lifted her spirit. She danced her way back to the kitchen in time with the music. No sooner than she’d lifted the top off the pot, the bell rang again.

Bobbie ignored it, continuing to stir the gumbo. She didn’t intend to let Trey or Darlene ruin her good mood. Then the bell rang again. Now, that boy is gonna make me have to cuss him out, Bobbie thought as she marched back to the door. She smoothed her hair and her T-shirt as she passed through the living room. Monee’s dolls were scattered about on the couch, and their unfinished Monopoly game was on the coffee table. She’d planned to straighten up tomorrow. With a flick, she turned the porch light back on with one hand and opened the door with the other.

“Trey?” she said to his back.

“Oh, hi,” he said, turning back toward the door.

“Oh, I’m sorry,” Bobbie said in surprise. “Ray, right?”

“Ray. That’s right. Bessie’s…son.” He was surprised that she could possibly be uncertain about who he was. “I was just in the neighborhood and thought if it wasn’t a bad time, I could take a quick look at that drawer.”

“Well…” Bobbie hesitated, thinking about the mess in the living room and the kitchen.

“If another time is better, I can come back. I was just making a delivery nearby and thought…” In the face of her inquiring stare, he felt foolish and looked down. “I see your foot is better.” He looked back up at her.

Bobbie looked down at her bare feet, then back at him, surprised that he remembered. She could hear her daddy’s voice—“Put some shoes on your feet before you answer that door.”

“I got tired of fooling with that da—darned bandage. It’s okay now.”

“Well, it wouldn’t take but a minute.” Now that he was here and had made a fool of himself, he wasn’t going to back down and slink away.

“Well, if you don’t mind the mess…I was trying out a new recipe.” She stepped back from the door, inviting him in. “My friend Wilma makes the most delicious gumbo. She sent me the recipe and I thought that since I have the evening to myself, I’d make a stab at it. Come on, it’s this way,” she said, walking through the living room and into the kitchen.

“Smells delicious.” Looks delicious too, he thought, following her. The red leggings she wore clung to the pleasing curves of her calves. He could only imagine what the long black T-shirt covered.

“I hope it tastes good,” she said. “Turns out, the recipe wasn’t very specific. A ‘pinch’ of this and ‘just enough’ of that. That crazy girl.” She laughed. “Or maybe she’s being coy. You know, some people won’t give you their whole recipe on purpose. Scared yours will be better. And Wilma knows I can cook. This is the drawer. Be careful.”

Ray tugged on the drawer slightly. He pushed it in and out, concentrating, feeling it. Carefully, he pulled it open.

“Can I take all this stuff out?”

“Here, I’ll do it,” she said, lifting out the tray of flatware. She gathered up the remaining odds and ends of kitchen gadgets and laid them on the counter, then stepped back. He pushed the drawer back in, then pulled the drawer out until it caught, then pushed it back in. He carefully pulled it all the way out and lifted it off the track. He turned it upside down and examined it, then looked inside the space it had occupied.

“I see just what the problem is. See, this little roller here.” He held the drawer up for her to see. “It’s worn out.”

“So I just need a new roller thing?”

“Yes, and ordinarily it wouldn’t be a big problem, but this hardware is no longer made. It’ll be hard to find. Maybe can’t find it. And see how this piece is glued into the construction of the drawer?”

“Then what?”

“Then I don’t know. I might be able to find something to adapt it. Problem is, these kind of cabinets are made of particleboard. They don’t hold screws well.”

“Oh, well, I should have known. This was a tract house built in the sixties. And not of the highest quality, I might add. Now it seems everything is wearing out.”

“Most things do—after a while.” He stood the drawer on its end on the floor. He pulled on a couple of the other drawers. “I’m surprised you haven’t had trouble with the others.”

“I use this one the most.”

“If any of the others were the same size, you could just swap them out, but—”

“Say, that’s a good idea. Why didn’t I think of that?” She reached for the drawer at the other end of the counter.

“Won’t fit.”

“Sure it will.” She pulled the drawer out and turned to him.

Ray stepped out of her way, leaned back against the counter, and folded his arms over his chest. An amused smile crossed his face. Some people just have to learn things the hard way.

“Half an inch too wide,” he said.

Bobbie struggled with the drawer but couldn’t make it go in. Frustrated, she carried it back to its slot.

“How did you know that?” she asked.

“Trained eye. I’m good down to a sixteenth of an inch.”

The sizzle of the gumbo bubbling over drew Bobbie’s attention and she rushed over to the stove.

“Have you had dinner?” she asked, turning down the fire and stirring the pot.

“Nope. Is that an invitation?”

“Depends on how brave you are.”

“Didn’t my mama tell you I won a war single-handedly?”

“Oh, yeah, I forgot,” she said, returning his smile. “You have to be a man who takes chances.”

“Only calculated risks.” He took the spoons and napkins she handed him.

Bobbie served up two stoneware bowls and took them to the table. He waited until she sat, then took the chair opposite her. When she bowed her head for the blessing, he followed suit.

She blew on a spoonful before putting it in her mouth, then watched him expectantly as he took a careful taste.

“Um, this is good,” he said, nodding his head. “Just the right amount of filé. Most people overdo it. Or don’t put enough.”

“Thanks. I’ll tell Wilma you said that. So, are you saying I need to get new cabinets?”

“Well, it wouldn’t hurt. How long do you plan to be in this house?”

“I don’t know. Hadn’t thought about it.”

“If you plan to be here at least five years, it would be a good investment—especially if you spend much time in the kitchen. And now there are all these organizer things. Bring some order to what you use. Makes everything efficient. A place for everything, and everything in its place. I’ll bet you have lots of gadgets that you never use, right? Or worse, you need a gadget, and you know you have it, but you can’t find it in all this mess.”

“That happens to me all the time,” she said with a rueful smile.

“See? You ought to consider it—if you’re not thinking about moving.”

Moving? He just didn’t know. Hard as she’d worked to get this house, the thought of moving had never occurred to her. Well, actually it had, a couple of times this year. There had been a string of burglaries a couple of streets over. But burglary happened all over town, so she had had a security system installed and prayed. Besides, she knew her neighbors. Even though she’d been in the house twenty years, she was the new kid on the block. The house was nearly paid for and she could see light at the end of the tunnel. She was close to her job. Why on earth would she move?

Sure, she had dreams of living in a palatial home, but she never thought she would really have one—unless she won the lottery. She loved the floor plan too. That was why she had bought this particular house. And it had suited her needs and her lifestyle. All the bedrooms were upstairs, and the master was at the head of the stairwell. Through raising Darlene and Darby, that had come in handy. She had always known their comings and goings. The lot was large enough for her to add a downstairs bedroom when the stairs got too much for her—after Monee was grown and gone.

The thought startled her. She hadn’t expected she’d be at this place raising a child at nearly fifty, and now that she was here, she didn’t want to think about Monee leaving.

“How much would new cabinets cost?”

“Depends. Mostly on the quality of the wood and the hardware. And the craftsmanship. Like anything else, you can spend all the money in the world.”

She laughed. “Well, I don’t have all the money in the world. What about if I go to Home Center and just buy some?”

“You could do that. But you wouldn’t have much better than you have now. Just newer. They’ll look real nice at first.” He rose from his chair, took both their empty bowls to the sink, rinsed them, then put them in the dishwasher.

Bobbie watched him with mixed emotions. “Oh, you just taking over my kitchen, huh? You didn’t have to do that.” She remembered the last man she had had to dinner, a principal at another school. The one who had left the plates on the table as though the maid were gonna get them, slurped up a bottle of wine, then propped his big feet up on her coffee table.

“It’s no trouble. Life is easier when everything is put in its place. Come over here. Now look at these cabinets real good. Look at the hardware, the hinges. Come on out to my truck. I’ll show you the difference. I’m delivering a bathroom vanity I made for a house under construction.”

At his truck parked at the curb, he opened the door to the camper top, let down the tailgate, and carefully pulled the heavy cabinet onto it.

“Run your hand along here. Can you tell the difference?”

“You made this?”

He nodded, a look of subdued pride on his face. “See how these joints are put together? That’s called mortise and tenon. They’ll never come aloose. Not in this lifetime. You won’t find cabinets like these at the Home Center.”

“Where are the hinges?”

“Inside. See?” He opened a door and showed her. “Now pull out one of the drawers.”

When she did, he could see the look of appreciation on her face. Ray was accustomed to having the quality of his work recognized, but right now, it was even more important to him that she recognized it. He pushed the cabinet back into the bed of the truck.

“If you’re not doing anything, why don’t you ride with me to deliver this.”

“Oh, I’m not dressed or anything,” she said, smoothing the T-shirt.

“You look fine. There’s no one there. The house isn’t finished yet. It’s quite a house too. Worth seeing. It won’t take long.” He could see the look of uncertainty on her face as she looked back toward her house.

“I don’t know, maybe…”

“I’d really like the company.” He hadn’t meant to say that. It sounded as if he were lonesome and pitiful. It was Friday night, and here he was practically begging a woman to go with him to deliver some furniture. It was kind of pitiful. And he certainly didn’t think of himself as a pitiful guy. But he did want to spend more time with her.

“I guess I could,” Bobbie said hesitantly. “I’ll have to lock the house and set the alarm. We’ve had a rash of burglaries in the neighborhood lately. Give me a minute. I need to grab some shoes too.”
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