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PROLOGUE


THE DEATH


The gun felt hard. It felt strange. It even looked strange in his hand. Malcolm couldn’t remember ever holding one before. His heart was pounding and beads of sweat were popping out on his forehead, even in the cool winter night. What to do with it now? He couldn’t just walk down the street with it in his hand. If a cop saw him, he’d be dog meat. Put it in his pocket and calmly walk away?Yeah, he could figure out how to get rid of it later. But, with the silencer attached, it was too long to fit in his pocket. Should he tuck it in his waistband and pull his jacket around it?

The sound of bells jingling drew his eye from the gun to the store’s partially opened door.A long, red arc smeared down the glass as the man stumbled through the opening, holding on to the door. Then he lost his grip and fell on the sidewalk close to Malcolm’s feet.

Blood pumped out of his chest and formed a spreading pool on the sidewalk. Malcolm watched, horrified, as it spread under his expensive sneakers—the ones he’d bought from a crackhead for ten dollars.

The screams he heard couldn’t have come from the mute face staring at him because the lips didn’t move.When he looked up, he

saw that the screams came from a trio of teen girls under the Houston’s Finest Pawn Shop sign. One jumped up and down pointing from him to the man on the ground. Another held her hands over her ears, as if to protect them from her own screams. The third covered her eyes. None of them covered their screaming mouths.

A young woman rushed out of the store with a dazed look on her face. Her coal black hair fell in a blunt cut to her chin. Her jeans and T-shirt said all-American, but her eyes were of a place far away. She knelt on the sidewalk beside the old man and spoke softly to him in a language Malcolm didn’t understand. Then, she looked up at Malcolm with big, sorrowful eyes.

Just then an ancient woman shuffled through the doorway, her arms wrapped around her waist, desperately clutching at her kimono. Standing behind the young one, she didn’t utter a word, but her eyes spoke of the beauty of a faraway world.They spoke of having been wrenched from a dangerous and death-filled homeland, of being deposited in another that was supposed to be safe. A safe place where the future budded with endless possibilities. Only hard work was required to bring it to full bloom, and they were accustomed to hard work. Now the lifeblood of that beautiful flower was spread on the sidewalk.

Tears rolled down the young one’s cheeks, then she bowed her head, and Malcolm could no longer see the pain in her eyes. He wanted to touch her, to console her, to tell her he was sorry. But he felt the hard, warm gun in his hand. And the teenagers were still screaming.A bag lady hurriedly gathered up her bundles and slinked away.Two men ran toward him. One shouted,“Police! Somebody call the police!”The other shouted “Somebody stop him.”

Malcolm felt his feet moving. His hand opened and the gun made a clattering sound when it hit the pavement. He ran. Ran as fast as the expensive, ten-dollar sneakers would take him.








ONE




Audrey held the motor home steady on the bumpy road. She expertly steered the big vehicle through the construction zone with no fear of hitting the concrete bunkers on both sides that formed the narrowed lanes. She smiled to herself with the thought that she was a better driver than Sam, even though he refused to let her drive him. Sam and all his macho bullshit. She was glad he wasn’t with her on this trip—and glad RosaLee had agreed to come. After all that had happened, she felt the need to spend some time with her daughter.To try to draw closer to her first born. Or maybe she needed to give some of the mothering she felt she’d missed. It wasn’t that she’d ignored her duty. It was just that this child hadn’t needed as much mothering. In many ways had refused it.And Audrey hadn’t insisted. Wouldn’t have done any good with this child anyway. RosaLee had always had a mind of her own. Old folks say, when a child matures fast the way she had, they’re getting out of the way for another. But Malcolm hadn’t come for three years.

Malcolm had been different. Difficult birth, sickly baby, hyperactive kid. Although the art teacher had appreciated his talent, he was misunderstood at school, an underachiever. And now, at age twenty, this. She forced her mind away from it.

“While you’re up, would you bring your ol’ mama a soft drink?” Audrey called out in a teasing voice.

“Sure, Mom,” RosaLee called back from the rear of the motor home.

Audrey crimped her mouth. Mom. She hated that.Too modern. Too White.What was wrong with “Mama”? When RosaLee set the two cans in the console,Audrey cast a disapproving glance her way.

“RosaLee, don’t you think it’s a little early?”

“Obviously, I don’t.And stop calling me that.”

“I mean, honey, wouldn’t you rather have some juice?”

“No. Thanks anyway.” She propped her feet on the dashboard, popped open the beer can, and put it to her mouth.

“RosaLee, I just don’t think—”

“Get off the mother trip, okay? I’m twenty-three years old. I can decide what—and when—I drink. And please stop calling me RosaLee. I’m RL, now. Everybody calls me RL.”

“But, baby, RosaLee is so dignified. So significant. When we named you after Mrs. Parks, I never dreamed—”

“It’s old-fashioned. I hate it. It’s burdensome. Like I have to live up to it. Ain’t even any—”

“Aren’t,” Audrey corrected, in her schoolteacher voice.

“There aren’t any buses anymore,” RosaLee said, in resentful concession to the correction. “It’s rapid transit now. Dallas Area Rapid Transit. It’s a new day.And I’m RL.”

Audrey didn’t want it this way.They’d had this argument a hundred times.This trip wasn’t for arguing. It was for healing.

“All right, RL. I’ll call you what you want, but I’m Mama.That’s what I want.You hear?”

“I hear you,” she said, with an indifferent shrug of one shoulder.

Just as the accord was reached, the construction zone ended and Audrey pulled onto the smooth slab of the interstate.The pine forest on both sides of the road welcomed Audrey home. Only thirtymiles to Lake Texarkana. Lake Wright Patman, these days. She couldn’t get used to that. Ol’Wright may have been a great guy, but the lake would always be Lake Texarkana to her.

“Why do you always have to drag me off to the country? I hate this. It’s always too hot. Or too cold. And the mosquitoes, and the bugs. And no TV reception. And a bunch of old white people sitting around eyeing us like we don’t belong. I hate this.”

“But I thought we agreed—”

“You agreed, Mom.You agreed. I just didn’t argue with you.You never listen, so what’s the point.”

Anger welled up in Audrey. “Bitch, bitch, bitch. Whine, whine, whine,” she wanted to say. But she held her tongue. This was not turning out to be the idyllic mother-daughter trip she’d imagined. She didn’t want to make it any worse.

Had she really expected to mother RosaLee? Maybe it was she who needed mothering. Maybe even expected it a little from her strong-willed daughter, who never seemed to need anything, or anybody. That’s why she didn’t have a husband, or even the prospect of one. Didn’t need one. She made good money, even as she waited for her bar exam results. Had bought her own condo, cosigned by her parents, of course. She traveled when she felt like it. RosaLee didn’t understand that men need to be needed—even if you have to pretend. And what’s so wrong with a little pretending, if you get what you want, and it makes the other person happy? This brutal honesty that her daughter subscribed to was for the birds. In it, nobody got nothing they really wanted. Anything, Audrey corrected herself. She watched RosaLee come back with another beer and held the censure off her face. Held it tight behind the mask that she wore so often now.

The mask was hard as stone. Piece by piece, layer by layer, it had formed over the years. It started that night in college when she was turned away from the hospital.The botched, back-alley abortion hadbeen the result of a dumb mistake on her part, but it shouldn’t have been in their hands to let her bleed to death.Then, the day Sam got arrested during a protest march, she added another piece.Watching him ward off the blows from the nightsticks, praying he wouldn’t hit them back, knowing they’d surely kill him if he did. Holding herself still to keep from running to block them. Not that they wouldn’t have hit her, too, just not as hard.They would strike her out of duty, not out of the primeval hatred against her man that had been inherited, and nurtured, through generations. She could have stood the blows. But her intervention would have lessened him as a man. So she stood still and felt the hardness forming around her mouth.

Then, while he went to law school and she taught school, she was the sole breadwinner. In the face of the whispers, the hardness settled in, then migrated upward to her cheeks.“Ain’t she the fool, minding them bad chil’ren all day while he just sitting around on his butt reading. Honey, he gon’ divorce her for his first case.”

When their babies came and she quit teaching to raise them, “Honey, she thank she big shit now.”Watching their savings dwindle away with Sam’s “investment” schemes brought it to her eyes. It had hardened into stone by the time she opened her front door to a howling pack of reporters, the bright lights of the TV cameras and the microphones stuck in her face.

“Mrs. Roberts, our viewers want to know how you feel about your son killing the convenience store clerk?”

RosaLee had a mask of her own.There was a certain defiance in the way she held the can of beer, but Audrey refused to be drawn into it. She took a calming breath and slowly expelled it.

“All right, RL. Pick a place. It’s our trip, not mine.We can go anywhere you want—as long as we’re back before your father comes home from Chicago on Friday.You know he and I have that Urban League dinner Friday night.”

“Why couldn’t Daddy come with us? I can’t see why he andPaul both had to go for a deposition. It would have been cheaper to pay that witness’s plane fare to Dallas.”

“I don’t know about that. I’ll bet there’s a golf course nearby that he and Paul wanted to try—and you know I only bet on a sure thing.”

“Golf course? Hey! Why can’t we go to the condo? It’s not that far.”

“Our condo? In Shreveport?” Audrey asked, thoughtfully, then shrugged away her vision of the trip. “We can go there, if you want.”

“That’s where I want to go,” RosaLee said, perking up, snapping her finger, doing a little singsong.“We can go into town. Do a little gambling. Have some real fun.”

“You gamble, I’ll watch,”Audrey said, laughing.

“Aw Mama. Loosen up some. Just make up your mind, you’re gonna lose the first hundred.”

“Hundred!”

“Scared money can’t win, Mama. I’ll just give you a hundred, okay? It’ll be fun.”

Audrey smiled, relaxed her spine against the chair back, and loosened her grip on the steering wheel.

* * *

At the gate, Audrey had to show her resident card to the security guard. He was new, and she hadn’t been to the condo in how long? More than a year, maybe two. It would probably smell musty from being closed up for so long. She decided that when she got inside, she would open all the windows so it could air out while they were at the casinos. It would be safe with the guard and all, she thought, as she shut the motor off in front of their unit. She walked to the back of the RV and stood over the bed where RosaLee was fast asleep, with her fist pushed under her chin. She’d always slept that way ever since she was a baby.“RosaLee? We’re here.”

No answer. Audrey’d forgotten. Wouldn’t answer to that name. Audrey rolled her eyes.

“RL?” she grudgingly called to her.

Still no answer. Hard sleep, with that fist under her chin.All that beer, making her sleep hard like that,Audrey thought. Let her sleep ’til she took the food in, then.

Audrey turned and reached a plastic bag from under the sink. She opened the refrigerator and took out the steaks she’d planned to grill under the moonlit sky. Have to do it on the broiler inside now.That’s okay.Then the shrimp that she’d planned to sauté in a generous skillet of garlic butter. Oh, and the rice. She filled two plastic grocery bags.

Audrey pulled on the brightly colored, abstract-print jacket to her silk jogging suit. If the designers hadn’t taken so long to discover a market in queen sizes, she wouldn’t despise plaids and tiny flower prints as she did now. Those were all that were available when she was a young girl, big for her age. Later, when she was a teenager, the dark colors her mother had insisted would make her look smaller made her feel matronly. Now, a confident and well-dressed woman stepped out of the RV.

Their condo sat on a cul-de-sac. Like the others, it appeared to be one story. But they were built on a slope down to the manmade lake, with the master bedroom downstairs from the main level. Sam had handled the legal work for the developer in exchange for clear title to the condo. He’d gotten a lot of used cars from criminal cases that way, too. Cars they hadn’t needed. She remembered arguing with him about it.Then, they’d needed money more than a resort condo, but it had turned out to be a good deal. She had lots of memories of good times with the kids and with her friend, MaryBeth.

When she struggled the door open, she didn’t hear the buzz ofthe security system. She could have sworn she left it on. She always did. Maybe Malcolm had been here since she had, she thought. Probably had brought some girl here to show off. Some silly girl with delusions of marrying into money. Some stupid girl, who didn’t realize Malcolm had no money because Malcolm wouldn’t work. Lord, now she’d have to change the linen.

The curtain was open to the sliding glass door that led to the deck and Audrey could see the big moon peeking through the tree branches. She set the bags on the kitchen table, thinking she could grill the steaks on the deck under the shadow of the tall pines that ringed the lake. She and RL could both have what they wanted. This was going to work out just fine. Maybe she should listen to her daughter more. She was grown now. About to be a lawyer, just like her dad. Audrey would have been thrilled for her to take up teaching, but RosaLee wouldn’t even get a teaching certificate in college. She’d said there was no money in it. While Audrey conceded that point logically, she knew in her heart that RL’s real motivation was to gain her father’s approval.

The place didn’t smell musty, as Audrey had expected. She opened the patio door and stood breathing in the clean, fresh smell of the damp night air. Nestled among the pines, the deck was such a romantic setting.Audrey remembered all the times she’d sat there alone, reading, while she waited for Sam to return from his golf game. When he did, he usually immersed himself in work he’d brought from the office. So, she was alone. The kids were usually gone—to the swimming pool, or movies at the clubhouse, or fishing in the lake with their newly made friends from around the resort.This was her place. Her quiet, alone place. She decided to wait until morning to uncover the patio furniture and arrange it just the way she liked it. Maybe RL would join her here for coffee in the morning. Right now she needed to wake her up.

When she started for the front door, she frowned at the pile ofdirty dishes in the sink. Out of the corner of her eye, she saw a faint, flickering light. Downstairs. Couldn’t be Malcolm—he was in jail. She walked to the top of the stairs. Could that be a candle in the bedroom below? Stupid Sam. Hardheaded Sam. She’d told him to take their condo off the rental list. She didn’t like the thought of strangers in her house, sleeping on her sheets, using her dishes. They didn’t need the money now—or the tax deduction.And who were these fools who left a candle burning while they partied at the casino?

Descending the stairs, she saw a piece of cloth.At the foot of the stairs, she bent over and picked it up, then realizing it was a pair of briefs, dropped them and shook her hand. Nasty people, too, she thought.The bedroom door was ajar.When she pushed it open, she knew she should turn and leave quietly. But she couldn’t. She was mesmerized. She knew they hadn’t heard her; they were too absorbed in their lovemaking. No, not lovemaking. Not the tender, rhythmic joining that she longed for. Fucking. Humping. The man humping.

The stark contrast of pale legs on either side of brown ones. Hairy legs, all four of them. Straight hair, curly hair. White toes, brown toes, white toes. Audrey had never seen anything like it. In the flickering candlelight, she couldn’t see their faces, only the backs of their heads. Short, kinky hair, surrounding a bald spot. Short, straight hair, surrounding a bald spot. Then, she heard his groaning.A familiar sound. Familiar voice.

“Ou, that’s it, Paul. Baby, that’s it. Right there.”

Audrey stood rooted to the spot, as a wave of nausea washed over her. She knew what would come next. How many times had she heard it?

“I’m coming. Daddy’s com-ing!”

Then the shudder. The release. Then the collapse of his weight on her.

“Sam? Paul? What’s going on here?”The sound of her voice was muffled, as though it reflected back to her through a wall of cotton.

What a stupid question,Audrey thought. Her mind was a ball of confusion.What should she do? Her first urge was to throw something at them. A biblical-like stoning. But she had no stones. Audrey watched Paul pulling the sheet around himself like a cocoon, and Sam scurrying around, almost comically, trying to put on his robe—the robe RosaLee had given him for Christmas. Sam rushed toward her and grabbed her by her upper arms.

“What are you doing here?” Sam demanded.

The answer was simple. RosaLee—RV—casino. But the words balled up in her mouth like a big wad of stale gum, sticking to each other and her mouth, unable to come out. So many thoughts were crashing into each other, she thought her head would explode.You. Paul. Partners. Chicago last month, San Francisco the month before. Austin. Bar conventions. Golf tournaments. How many years? How long? How could she not have known?

“Go upstairs!” he shouted, pushing her.

Audrey stumbled backward, then regained her footing. She returned his shove, then shoved him again harder, the heels of her fists crashing into his chest.With clenched teeth and an upswing of her arm, she slapped his face. A solid connection that felt good all the way from her hand, up her arm, to her heart. He grabbed for her arm, just as her other hand landed on the side of his head. She’d reached all the way back to East Texas—to the kids calling her “Fat Audrey”—for that one. Sam was stunned by the force of it. Before he could recover, she tore into him like a tornado through a trailer park. Pummeling his face, clawing at his eyes, snatching at his ears. Sam protected his face with his forearm and blindly grabbed at her flailing arms.

“Audrey! Audrey! Calm down!”

She couldn’t tell which one was calling her back from that wildplace. She felt Paul pulling her from behind, his arms clamped around her waist.“Don’t touch me! Don’t touch me!You bastard!” she shouted, wrestling in his grasp. She jerked her elbow backward, smashing it into his nose. Paul howled in pain as he fell back on the bed, holding his nose. In that instant, Sam uncovered his face and reached for her arms. He got hold of one, but with the other she continued pounding his head. He grabbed her in a bear hug, and in the jostling they fell on the bed on top of Paul. Audrey thrashed out of his grasp, mindless of Paul’s painful yells underneath them.

RosaLee! What if she awoke and walked in on this scene? How would they explain it? What would RosaLee think? No child should witness something like this. Protecting her child was a stronger urge than killing Sam.Audrey had to get out. Now.

Her final blow knocked Sam away from her. She scrambled off the bed, stumbled up the stairs, and rushed out the door.









TWO






Audrey sat in her overstuffed chair in the den to catch a little breather. She had put in a full day already—and it wasn’t even noon. Steam rose from the cup of strong, black coffee on the lamp table next to her.The first thing she had done when she got back from Shreveport last night was call a twenty-four-hour locksmith. There would be no need for Sam to ever cross her threshold again. If he did, she would kill him for sure. For deceiving her for years. For making her live a lie for so long. For not giving her a choice. She’d kill him. Dead. Dead as the place inside her.

The next thing she did, starting at dawn this morning, was methodically remove his presence. She stripped the bed and put on the really frilly sheets that she loved but that he hated. Then she stuffed his suits, shirts, socks, and underwear into big, black garbage bags. She unceremoniously raked all his paraphernalia off the top of the highboy into a box. In the bathroom, the masculine toiletries went into the box, too.Then, she sprayed the room with a suffocating dose of disinfectant to mask the aroma of his favorite cologne. It had permeated the room for years, and she wondered how many coats of paint it would take to eliminate it altogether. She carried it all, bag by bag, box by box, and dumped it in the driveway, blockingthe path to the side of the garage where he usually parked his car. That last box took a little starch out of her collar. There had been a time she would have kept going until the job was done, but at this age she’d learned to pace herself.The office was all that was left. She’d tackle it when she finished this cup of coffee.

The little green parrot called to her from his cage on the hearth. “Audee! Polly wanna seed! Audee! Polly wanna seed!” Audrey knew Polly would keep it up until she gave in, so she walked to the fireplace and gave her a few sunflower seeds.

The four of them stared at Audrey from the portrait over the fireplace. She kept her eyes on RosaLee to keep from looking at him. If it wasn’t for RosaLee, she would take that portrait down and razor-blade his ass right out of there. But how would she explain that? How would she explain any of it?

RosaLee had bought her story about the condo being rented. When they checked into the hotel next to the casino,Audrey faked illness and went straight to the room. She didn’t really have to fake. The image of Sam and Paul stuck in her mind and made her sick. The next day she was so despondent she couldn’t make herself get out of bed. When RosaLee had come back to the room around noon to check on her, Audrey told her it was only a stomach bug and that RosaLee should go back and have some fun.

Even flush with gambling fever, RosaLee insisted on staying with her mother. But under these circumstances, Audrey couldn’t turn to RosaLee for comfort, and she couldn’t mourn with her in the room. A couple of hours of the motherly attention she had longed for from her daughter before was all Audrey could stand. She called a travel agency and booked a four-day Las Vegas trip for two from Dallas. She insisted that RosaLee call a friend to go with her—even suggested that nice young fellow who had escorted her to the Law Day banquet. Reluctantly RosaLee had agreed and drove Audrey home. By the time RosaLee got back,Audrey would figure out something to tell her about the breakup.

The marriage might have survived another woman. Fidelity was something she’d just assumed with Sam. And he’d never given any of the signs of another woman. No wonder, she thought in disgust. She’d put twenty-five years of her life into Sam, into this marriage. Everything that she was, everything that she had, was tied up in it. They could have talked about another woman. Surely, she would have ranted and raved about it, even threatened to break the woman’s face. Sam would have backed down, she would have forgiven him, the marriage would have survived. She wouldn’t allow another woman to destroy all she’d worked for for twenty-five years. But this? What was there to talk about? What was there to work through? It was too deep for her to even try.

Audrey refilled her cup, then went upstairs to the spare bedroom that Sam used as an office. She packed all the books into boxes and was pulling the drawer to the file cabinet open when she heard footfalls on the porch. She stood very still and listened to the sounds of the key in the lock. When she heard yanking on the door,Audrey set her coffee cup on the desk and braced herself. She didn’t know exactly what to say. She only knew that he couldn’t come in. She started downstairs. Relief rushed out in her sigh when she saw MaryBeth through the beveled glass panel to the side of the front door.

“MaryBeth. What are you doing here this time of day? And dressed like that? You didn’t jog over here, did you?”

“You know I don’t jog.There’s not a sunscreen made that would keep me from burning. I came by to feed the damned bird, like you asked me to,” she said, breezing into the foyer without stopping. “What are you doing here? You just left. I guess. Did you ever leave? Okay, okay, I didn’t feed the damned bird yesterday. I meant to.Things got crazy at the store. It’s still alive, right? Gimme somecoffee. I know you have some coffee.” MaryBeth kept up her monologue as she walked straight to the kitchen.“I’m telling you, they’re making me crazy!”

“Come on in, MaryBeth.Would you like a cup of coffee?” Audrey said, quietly and politely, as if MaryBeth was still standing there. She closed the door and followed her friend to the kitchen.

“Those New Yorkers, I swear. They’re gonna worry the color out my hair.You like this new color?” MaryBeth fluffed her pixie do, as she posed for Audrey.

“Better than the last one.The red looks better on you than that blonde. I like your natural color best, though.You better be careful with that stuff.Your hair is gonna all fall out one day.”

“You could use a little color yourself,” she said, settling herself on the bar stool. “You’ve just got to do something about that gray, Audrey.”

Oh, God. Here we go again,Audrey thought, rolling her eyes.

“A little rinse or something. I’ll do it for you. I’ve gotten quite good at it, don’t you think,” MaryBeth asked, shaking her head and fluffing her hair.

Audrey almost laughed at the thought of MaryBeth tangling up with her warrior woman hair. She knew who would win that one. “You’ve done fine, MaryBeth.”

“You know I could afford a salon now.A real salon.And I could even get a discount in the salon at the store. But I’ve been doing it myself so long, ever since that bastard—”

“Have some coffee, MaryBeth,” Audrey interrupted.“Hand me your cup.” She knew what was coming next. She didn’t want to hear his name.

“Paul left me for Pimbo,” MaryBeth continued undeterred. “You know I call her Pimbo, because she probably still had pimples when he ditched me.Too young to be a bimbo, even. Maybe she’s outgrown that. She must be thirty by now. She better be careful.Getting to the ditching age. Five more years, max. Course, I bet he can’t even get it up anymore. He turned fifty last year. Maybe she’ll ditch him,” MaryBeth laughed.

Audrey heard the bitterness in the laugh, saw it in her blue eyes. She wished MaryBeth would stop dwelling on the past. Sure, it had been a bad time, a hard time, being left with three children, kicked out of her beautiful home, having to take a job as a clerk at nearly forty. And Paul had acted like a real cad. Hiding assets, pretending to be broke, refusing to pay child support.While MaryBeth struggled with maternal responsibilities, Paul flaunted his masculine prerogatives. She paid for braces on the extended payment plan. He bought a powerboat.

But MaryBeth had survived. Triumphed, even. She’d pulled her rusty college degree off the shelf, added her natural organizational skills, and worked herself up from clerk in the department store to head buyer.The kids had survived it, too. Now Paula was a second-year med student and Jason had a good job doing “something important with computers,” as MaryBeth put it.When the baby, Ryan, left for college last year, MaryBeth moved into the cutest condo. She was living large now, but it had been a real high-wire act for years.

It had been a tightrope for Audrey, too. She and MaryBeth had been through so much together. Helping their husbands with the fledgling law office—MaryBeth as secretary, Audrey as bookkeeper. Having their babies together.Then, when the practice stabilized and the children were in school, doing volunteer work together. Audrey wouldn’t think of turning her back on her friend, as some of the other Bar wives had. They’d remained fast friends through MaryBeth’s sudden downward spiral. She couldn’t divorce MaryBeth, just because Paul had. And their kids had remained friends. But Paul had been Sam’s law partner, so they were all in her life. And although she’d been polite to Pimbo, she couldn’t cozy up to her. It wasn’t the girl’s fault, but Audrey resentedher having the advantages and comforts born of Mary-Beth’s hard work and sacrifices. There had been some awkward moments, like Christmases, but somehow it had worked out, and with no blood shed.

“You know that son-of-a-bitch called me yesterday? Haven’t heard from him in a year. Then out of the blue, he calls. Just like we’re old friends,” MaryBeth huffed.

Audrey’s eyebrows raised slightly. “What did he want?” She steeled herself. She wasn’t ready for anybody else to know just yet. This was stupid.Why did she feel a need to guard Sam’s secret?

“That’s the weird part. He was just too chatty. How’m I doing? How’re the kids doing? Like he gives a damn.”

“That’s all?”Audrey asked warily.

“Well, he asked about you—before I hung up on him.”

“Oh yeah? What did he say?”Audrey wore a worried look.

“To hell with him. I’m tellin’ you, Audrey. You need to do something about that gray.You’re lucky to have a man like Sam. I know he’s been a good husband, but he’s getting to that ‘middle-age crazy’ stage. His eye might begin to wander. He might decide he needs a younger woman, too.”

“I doubt it,”Audrey said, looking off.

“You never know,” MaryBeth said with certainty.

“I know. For sure,”Audrey answered with her own certainty.

She wanted to tell MaryBeth so bad she could taste it.Who else could she tell? Telling her would relieve some of the pain. And the knowledge would be healing for MaryBeth, too. But, knowing MaryBeth, she’d rent a billboard right in downtown Dallas for all the world to know. It would vindicate her. But, having a gay ex-husband was different from having a gay husband. It would be humiliating to Audrey to have people whispering behind her back and laughing at her. And what about the kids? Maybe MaryBeth would keep it under wraps for her kids’ sake. No, she wouldn’t.They’d suffered at Paul’s hands, too. Audrey thought of her own children, and how devastating it would be to them. No, she couldn’t tell MaryBeth. She had to keep Sam’s little secret for all their sakes.Audrey spied the cup in the sink.

“What are the Yankees doing to you now, MaryBeth?” Audrey asked, changing the subject as she picked the cup up and dropped it in the trash can under the sink.

“Why’d you do that?” MaryBeth asked, a wide-eyed, elfin look on her face.

“What?”

“Put that perfectly good cup in the trash. Sam’s favorite cup.”

“Oh, that? Well, he won’t be needing it anymore.”

“How can you be sure?”

Audrey picked up her own cup and took a sip, trying to buy time. She hadn’t had time to think of what she would eventually tell MaryBeth. But MaryBeth was in and out of her house so often, Audrey knew she couldn’t hide Sam’s absence from MaryBeth for long. She set the cup on the counter.

“He doesn’t live here anymore.”

“What!”

“I’ve put him out.” Audrey jutted up her chin, as though that would make MaryBeth drop it. But she knew better.

“Are you crazy? Are you okay,Audrey? It’s that bleeding,Audrey. It’s making you crazy.You need to do what the doctor says.”

“Dammit!” Audrey shouted. “It’s not the bleeding, MaryBeth!” She saw the look on MaryBeth’s face and softened her voice for as much truth as she was willing to tell.“It’s someone else.”

MaryBeth slumped on the stool, defeated. “I should’ve known. The black ones aren’t any different than the white ones. How young is she?”

“It’s not . . . age doesn’t have anything to do with it.”

“She’s his age? Oh, shit.This is serious. Can I do anything?”

“Bring your cup. I was packing his stuff. Come on up to the office.”

* * *

“Wow-wee, you’re really serious,” MaryBeth exclaimed when she saw the boxes lining the upstairs hallway.“As a heart attack.Tape the bottom of these boxes. I’ll just dump these file drawers in them.”

“Wait a minute, Audrey.You need to look at these files. There may be something you’ll need. Income tax stuff. Car titles. Better for you to have it than have to pay a lawyer to make him turn it over later.That is, if this thing gets that far.”

“I don’t believe Sam would try to cheat me.”

“Yeah, right. That’s what I thought about Paul, too. Don’t you remember how Paul hid all the records from me?”

Audrey remembered that debacle. How angry Sam had been at having the partnership records, his business records, subpoenaed. How anxious they both had been at the prospect of having to testify. Then MaryBeth ran out of money to pay her lawyer. Audrey wondered what lawyers charged these days.

“Sam won’t give me any trouble.”

“Whatever you say, Audrey. But I’ve been through this.” Mary-Beth took over, handing Audrey files to put in the box, laying others on the desk.“Stock portfolio stays here.Who is Amanda Goff?”

“Client.”

“To the box.”

When the file cabinet was empty, Audrey said,“You can unplug all this computer equipment, while I get the boxes it came in from the attic. I’ll be right back.”

“Don’t be stupid, Audrey. He has computers at the office.You may need this equipment. If nothing else, for quick cash at the pawnshop.”

* * *

After MaryBeth left,Audrey walked back to the office and opened the closet. None of Sam’s clothes in there, just boxes.What was the computer box doing here? She pulled it out and opened it. She recognized the frames immediately. She’d bought them for Malcolm’s drawings.The one on top was a portrait of Sam.A stick man with a big, brown head. Audrey remembered spelling the caption for him while he laboriously wrote the letters—”The Best Dad in the Wold.” She hadn’t corrected his spelling because he had been so proud of those letters. There was one for every Father’s Day from first grade until he’d officially quit school. Eleven in all. Each year, the medium was less childlike, from crayons to ink; the style more proficient, from stick men to starkly realistic faces; the tone more angry, from smiling faces to defiant features. Since she rarely went in Sam’s office she hadn’t missed them, but she knew now when they were put in the box.Audrey remembered the night of the first collect call from the Houston jail. Instead of Sam turning to her for consolation, or giving her consolation, instead of them discussing it, he’d made his pronouncement. I’ve done all I’m going to do for him. I told him the last time. Not another penny.We’re washing our hands of him. Then he’d come into this room and closed the door. She had sat in her overstuffed chair in the living room.Alone, except for Polly.

Now, looking at the stick man picture, she did what she had wanted to do—what she should have done—that night. She picked up the phone and dialed Houston information.

“I need the listing for Sondra Ellis.”
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Two days later, Audrey walked out of the jail visitation room, holding herself together the best she could. She didn’t feel that she belonged there. But what was different about her, from any of the other mothers?

Thirty minutes before, seated across from her in his drab jail uniform and plastic slide shoes, Malcolm had repeated the same story he’d told her in those collect calls. If the story hadn’t been so preposterous, she might have believed it.

He was just walking down the street, on his way by his homeboy’s to score a little weed. A tall, pale white man backed out of a store and bumped into him. “Say! What’s up, fool?” Malcolm had said in his most threatening tone, his street voice.The man turned around and put a gun to his head. Malcolm grabbed the barrel of the gun and pushed it away. He’d always had quick reflexes.Something had spooked the pale white man, because he turned loose the gun and ran off down the street. Then the little Vietnamese man stumbled to the door, blood covering the front of his shirt. He fell down in the doorway, blood oozing into a pool beneath him. Malcolm realized the man had been shot. He threw the gun down andran.“I didn’t know what else to do, Mama. I just panicked.You believe me, don’t you, Mama?”

Looking into her child’s eyes, she saw a liar. He’d lied to her so many times. Not about anything big, but lies just the same. Still, she couldn’t see a killer. All she could see were the other times. The first time she’d seen him, a tiny, helpless creature squirming to find her breast. Him taking his first steps. His first day in kindergarten. His first school program—in the black pants, white shirt, and bow tie. His fifth-grade graduation. She didn’t see a killer. She wanted to believe him.

“But what would a pale white man be doing in the heart of the ghetto?”

“I don’t know, Mama. He was there. I swear.”

“And why didn’t any of the people who saw you see the man?”

“I don’t know. Maybe they weren’t paying any attention. In that kind of neighborhood, people mostly mind they own business.”

“And why didn’t he shoot you, since he shot the Vietnamese man?”

“I told you, something spooked him. I saw him turn his head, just before he ran off.”

“And why did you run, Malcolm, if you had nothing to hide?”

“I got scared. I knew that little man was hurt real bad. There I was, holding the gun. Who would believe me? My own mama don’t believe me. I knew my PO wouldn’t.”

“Your what?”

“My PO—probation officer. I caught a little evading case. I haven’t had the money to pay the fees, so I just didn’t go to the meetings. He’s always sweating me, anyway.”

“Probation officer?”

The slamming of the heavy doors behind Audrey—a metallic, clanking sound—made her every nerve stand on end. She wantedto grab her baby from the clutches of that sound. He didn’t belong here. But it was beyond her power to rescue him. Her making a scene would make no difference.Tears burned just behind her eyes. The mask held firmly in place.
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