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A NOTE TO READERS
 

Thank you for being here. Without you Promise would have no voice. As a writer, I can fabricate reality. It’s part of the fun. In that spirit, to better suit this story, I have taken certain liberties with the geography of Atlanta, Georgia, and Western North Carolina. No offense intended. The characters, places, and events are of my imagination, or are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual places, events, or persons is entirely coincidental. And no, the attorney traveling through this story is not my good friend, Alfred Chang, though his knowledge of the law certainly informed me, and I appreciate him sharing. Thank you to friends and family for your encouragement, helpful editing, and suggestions. Kudos and gratitude go to my son, Kevin Taylor, of Malabarfront Inc., for his cover design and overall artistic genius. A special acknowledgement goes to my gypsy friend, Dee, who understands Promise’s restlessness, and the power of dreams. Many thanks also to those extraordinary, gifted mystery writers, too numerous to name here, who raise the bar for my own stretch as a storyteller.
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PROLOGUE
 

I am not a person blessed with restful sleep. Sometimes wayfaring memories people my nights. Not usually my memories, but those of others gone from this world to swim the dark blue tides of eternity. How they find a path into my sleep, I do not know. Perhaps a restless spirit calls out to say a thing over and over until some sense is made of the swirling chaos; perhaps there is a lingering hope of resolution or even a search for peace. Most of the time I am powerless to help in their search, and equally powerless to turn away from the anguish their memories bring. Now that I am older, armed with degrees in psychology and experienced in counseling, I can name at least three possible causes for my “periodic sleep disorder.” But naming does not necessarily control a thing, or make it go away, so I accept the dreams as part of the fabric of my life. The spirits come and go, as they will. If I can help, I do, knowing that one day I will no doubt swim the same waters.

The night before, in the dream, I knelt on the bank of a wide shallow creek. It was not the tumultuous creek I see daily from my front porch here in Western North Carolina. This was another familiar, yet unremembered, stretch of more meandering water, its ridged sandy bottom strewn with bite sized jagged pebbles. Scooping languid water with my hands, I washed my face with the catch. I had the sense a storm had just passed, leaving the air cool and redolent of damp loam and wet pine. It was when I raised my chin to savor a warm wind on my neck that I focused on the far side of the creek and saw the figure. There, partially screened by green summer-leafed oak branches, the shape seem to hover some three feet above the shallow waters, and dance midair. Wind billowed a thin white skirt outward like a parachute, then forward to cup the curves of bare buttocks. A woman, a tall shapely woman. In the dream logic I understood perfectly well how the figure could dance above the waters but was puzzled as to why she would choose to dance above this particular creek, born as it was of deep North Georgia caves, and forever carrying the memory of those cold dark recesses. I reasoned if she fell, she would surely be chilled to the bone and washed who knows where by the slow, yet determined current.

Her dancing captivated me. More wind lifted her shoulder length chestnut hair up like an open fan. Suddenly, the wind shifted, spinning the figure toward me. It was then I saw the bluish tint of the woman’s face and the red scarf at her neck, its sheerness playing towards me with the breeze, reaching out to me like silken arms.

In sleep I jerked with shock, though I didn’t turn away. I could not. I scanned the woman again from feet to neck, looking for something. I don’t know what. I didn’t want to see her face, with its bulging eyes and swollen tongue escaping her mouth. I realized then the woman was not dancing at all, but hanging from an oak limb extending over the creek. Is she dead? The rough knotted white cord just above her head, pulled taut from her weight, and out of place against a lush breeze stirred canopy of trees answered my question.

Then another thought: How can she be dead? Hadn’t I seen black ballet slippers pirouette ever so gracefully as she danced? From my place on the opposing bank, I strained to see the woman more clearly and realized she was now wearing one white tennis shoe. Her other foot was bare. No black ballet slippers. No dancing. What happened to the slippers? Where is the matching tennis shoe? Those questions evaporated as my attention focused just beyond the hanged woman’s feet, where three emerald green ducks quacked noisily, circling each other, around and around, too anxious to venture into the water under the shadow of the woman, and too driven by instinct not to do so. Finally, in unison, they rushed headlong into the rocky creek, splashing water up onto the woman’s dress; dark splatters peppering white fabric. I awakened, disoriented and sweating, with the smell of rich damp earth so close it seemed I lay on the ground with my nose pressed against its mossy skin.




  
  
    Quiet the Dead
    
  




  



Now I go on a long journey In search of justice,
Over the grave of a dream.
And through the malice of time
…. Author unknown

1.
 

In the morning, I sat at my desk sorting and resorting bills, deciding which could be paid and which would be unavoidably late, again. I questioned, not for the first time, why I continue to do the same thing over and over, expecting different results. Some say that activity is the mark of insanity; some say it is the definition of hope. I don’t know which it is. I just know neither exercise pays the bills. A cup of Earl Gray steamed at my right hand, and through the office window my newly mown pasture, spread like a fresh picnic tablecloth on the lap of the Western North Carolina Mountains beyond, twinkled in the autumn sunlit dew. Both joys were lost in my worried state of mind.

Enough, I chided myself. I hate people who whine. Look on the bright side. They don’t send people to debtors’ prison anymore. At least, I didn’t think so. Now I was talking to myself, definitely on the edge of insanity. A trio of crows argued over a choice perch atop a single white pine standing guard at the edge of the field. I wondered why the crows always seemed to travel in threes, a thought that catapulted me back to the three ducks in my dream of the night before. My mind filled again with anxious quacking, tumbling water, and a hanged woman wearing one white tennis shoe. “By the pricking of my thumbs, something wicked this way comes,” was the quote that came to mind.

More for a diversion than for any other reason, I ferreted a deck of Tarot cards from the desk drawer, shuffled them, and began a simple left to right spread. It is only a game I play, I assured myself, just to test the veracity of the cards against real life. It isn’t as though I plan my life by the cards, though perhaps there have been times when the cards would have been more reliable than my own judgment. First card down revealed the Knight of Swords, usually a man of influence in conflict. The second card was The Chariot, reversed, that is: in an upside down position for those who aren’t familiar with the Tarot layout jargon. I had to think for a second. Isn’t the chariot a symbol for a life overwhelmed, or one rushing headlong into conflict? I already knew I was overwhelmed with money worries. So, thank you very much for the old news. This is so silly, grown women who are licensed counselors do not believe in Tarot cards. Yet, the Chariot was confirmation of my state of mind, to be sure. Could the cards be warning me about that something wicked coming my way? And there was the Knight of Swords, handsomely astride his dark horse, ready for battle, a man who is powerful, though not totally trustworthy, riding into your life bringing—bringing who knows what.

The desk phone rang, breaking my thoughts into a thousand shards of annoyance. I turned over the next card with the second ring. It was the Queen of Swords, reversed. Not a nice lady. An angry woman driven by money, or is it love? It could be either. What’s the difference? They both make you crazy. After the third ring I picked up the phone to speak to the Knight of Swords. “Hello, Garland.”

“Promise McNeal, herself. Sugar, how in the world are you? How’d you know it was me? Practicing your psychic abilities, or just a lucky guess?”

“Neither, Garland. I have caller id. Amazing computer chip. The little bugger efficiently spelled out, Wang and Wang, PC. I love it. Usually it saves me from talking to jerks, and folks trying to sell me things I can’t afford.” I paused to check the irritation in my voice. “How’s my favorite attorney? And, please don’t call me Sugar. I’m over fifty, too old for that drag line, and it’s demeaning to both of us.”

“Okay, Dr. McNeal.” He accentuated the “Dr.” with total irreverence and I wanted to travel through the phone and pinch him. I sweated blood and tears to get my doctorate in psychology, and I would like at least a little respect for the effort. Of course, from Garland that’s what I usually got, a little respect. He forged ahead. “Damn, are you really over fifty? You know, you look pretty good for an old broad.”

Now I definitely wanted to cause him pain. I picked up a stainless steel letter opener from the desktop, turned it over several times in my right hand and studied the sharpened point. Could I carve just a tiny little “S” for sexist on Garland’s handsome forehead? He moved on to the really important issues: those totally revolving around him.

“So, how am I, you ask? Overextended, underappreciated, wildly busy. Why do I get all the first class idiots? Never mind, that is a rhetorical question. We both know I only take the idiots with lots of money. So, there’s this one client, two weeks before I take his divorce before the famous hanging Judge, Buel Franks, who, by the way, it is rumored, has the ten commandants tattooed on his left palm, and you know what my client keeps asking? Can he just go ahead and move in with his twenty-two year old lover? Just to save him some rent money, you understand. The guy just can’t seem to make the connection between keeping his pecker in his pants and all the alimony his wife will get from Franks if she cries the big ‘A’ word. If the man were any dumber he would be a pork chop. How can he be a program director for a major network? Never mind; that’s another rhetorical question.”

I tried to muster an obligatory laugh at Garland’s attempt at humor, but it died in my throat. I was in no mood for Garland’s complaining, or his jokes. Truthfully, I was too concerned about my financial shortfall to be very empathetic towards anyone other than myself; however, Garland was a friend, sort of, who also happened to send me consulting work from time to time, so I sucked up my problems and made an attempt at a sympathetic response. “I’m sorry you are having a hard time, Garland. As I remember though, you usually come out on top in court, so I have infinite faith in your ability to rein in your ‘pork chop’ client. How’s the other half of Wang and Wang, Attorneys at Law?”

“The other half? Don’t rush it. She’s not officially one-hundred-percent half of the firm yet. I’m not sure I’m quite ready for that, though she says she is. No matter, the women usually get their way. Right? How’s the beautiful and talented Sara? My lovely daughter is wonderful. And how about Luke? Is he still working for Acadian Oil?”

Wonder of wonders, Garland was actually asking about a subject I was intensely interested in, my son. “The last I heard from him, he was. But I’m just his mother. What do I know? Except that he seems to travel a lot, and never asks to borrow money, so that’s a good sign. Honestly, Garland, I just never figured Luke as the big oil company kind of guy. I don’t know. Somehow it just doesn’t fit; but I’m proud of him, and he seems happy and productive.”

“That’s good. We all need to be productive. Actually, I am tremendously proud of Sara. You should have seen her decimate one of the new assistant DAs last week. The boy had not done his homework and thought his witness would walk on water for him. Never, never get comfortable with your witnesses, Promise. They will hang you out to dry every time. By the time Sara finished with the witness, he was reduced to a stuttering two year old who not only couldn’t swear it was our client he saw at the crime scene, but couldn’t even be sure how many people he saw running out of the Mini-Mart. Sara was fantastic!”

“Well, I guess congratulations are in order for Sara then. Though, I have to feel sorry for the assistant district attorney.”

“Don’t feel sorry for him, Sugar. He’s a better man for it. Makes him stronger. He called Sara two days later and asked her out for dinner. If you have to feel sorry for somebody, feel sorry for me. Now Sara’s got the big head, and thinks she is smarter than her old man. Just because I went to Mercer and she went to BU, can you believe that? And I paid a lot of money for this arrogance!”

“Sara’s a good kid, Garland, and you know it. Do you really think Boston University gave her a smarter than thou attitude? Is that what you think they teach the kids up there in the mean cold Yankee-land?”

“No, Boston didn’t teach her that. Her mom is the one who no doubt tells her daily I’m a schmuck. She’s been spooning Sara that line with her oatmeal since she could sit up and talk. Sara that is, not Aileen. I don’t know what the hell Aileen was doing when she was learning to sit up and talk. Argue and have the last word, you can bet on that. I don’t know why those women hate me, Promise. I try, I really do.”

“Oh, Garland, please, you know Sara doesn’t hate you. If she did she wouldn’t want to go into partnership with you, now would she? She adores, and respects you, anyone can see that, Garland.”

“Yeah well, I notice you didn’t say anything about Aileen.”

“Umm. What can I say, Garland? You married a brilliant, political person with her own television talk show. She’s bound to be argumentative; makes the ratings go up.”

“Yeah, but Aileen was a damn good investigative reporter when we met. Hell’s bells, we even liked each other back then.”

“Garland, I love you dearly, and as much as I admire Aileen, you have selective memory. You told me long ago that when you and Aileen met; she wouldn’t go out on a second date with you until you produced a financial statement. And wasn’t she moonlighting at the time with Senator Janice Kracken’s dirty-tricks team? Oh Lord, I cringe whenever I hear that woman’s name, which fortunately isn’t often, unless some newsperson is doing a retrospective on the five most evil women in American politics. And remember, you told me the campaign Aileen worked was the year Kracken won by a landslide due to some nasty gossip circulating about her opponent. I don’t mean to be cruel, Garland, but weren’t those kind of big clues about Aileen’s priorities?”

Garland responded with a slight moan. I could hear him turning pages. Notes for a court case? A legal magazine? A Lands End catalog? As usual, he wasn’t really overly concerned about my observations. “Promise, your memory is too good. I’m going to have to be careful about what I tell you from now on. You are right, though. I must have ignored the clues.”

Don’t we all, I could have told him.

“I don’t know why none of that bothered me at the time. I really thought Aileen hung the moon back then; actually, I still do, just don’t repeat that to her. And, more importantly, I thought she loved me and would be grateful a nice upper middle class Chinese American boy was ready and willing to take her away from all that dirt. Silly me! Garland Wang, Prince Charming in a samurai suit. But hey, don’t be so self-righteous with me, Promise. You aren’t exactly stellar at picking relationships either. At least I’ve managed to stay married.”

Garland’s witty repartee lifted my spirits slightly and I sipped my now tepid tea. The crows outside were unimpressed and swooped down on the grass to dig little round holes in the ground with their beaks in search of seeds. “Touché. But, low blow, Garland. Divorce was my choice, remember? I like being single. Much more peaceful. And by the way, I think samurai are Japanese, not Chinese.”

“Well, how do I know? I am Atlanta born and bred. I’m a University of Georgia boy, more “Bubba” than Chinese. In college, I would argue for the south’s right to leave the union. Used to make my constitutional law professor go ballistic. To tell you the truth, I can’t even read Chinese. A failure of character, according to my mother. And I doubt I could even get a visa back into Mainland China anyway with a name like Garland.”

“I’ve always wondered about that. Why did your mother name you Garland?”

“Who knows? My mother’s picture is in the dictionary above, ‘Crazy Chinese Lady.’ Probably had something to do with the numerology of me being born under the sign of the horse and which way the Fung Shui was blowing that day. You go ask her; I can’t carry on an intelligent conversation with her. She won’t even come to my new office because I’m on the eighth floor and eight, she says, is a very unlucky number for some Chinese ladies. Where does she get all this crap? Every time I talk to her lately she ends the conversation by telling me not to grow up like my father. Then when I ask her why not, what’s wrong with my father, she tells me I shouldn’t ask because I’m disrespecting my father. We go around and around in circles. I have no idea what she means. Really, Promise, my father is a good man—Methodist church most Sundays, hard working. He’s in Rotary, for God’s sake.”

There was no way my “mender” personality could pass up an opportunity to set Garland on the road to a better understanding of his mother. That’s a nice way to explain my unsolicited counseling remarks that followed. “Sounds like your mother is giving you some heavy contradictory messages. I can see how that would confuse you.”

“Confuse me! In Chinese terms we call that making you bat-shit crazy.”

“Still, you’ve told me you love your mother.”

“Sure I love her. And I think my dad does, too. Sometimes though, Mom’s a Looney Tune, with all her off the wall superstitions. Besides the number eight thing, she also believes it is bad luck to put a pot away with the lid off. Bad spirits get in the empty pot, she says, and ruin the food. Go figure. She’s also beautiful, and a great cook. Never any topless pots at our house! You can be sure of that. Hey, speaking of unusual names, when are you going to tell me how you happen to be named Promise? After almost ten years of being friends, I still don’t know. Wait a minute! I just had a revelation. Do you realize you are probably my oldest female friend, and the only woman in my life who actually likes me?”

Ah, now I could hear it coming. The crown prince of smooth was playing me like a two hundred dollar accordion. Got me feeling sorry for him, add a little flattery, and now the other shoe will drop. I resisted asking him to clarify if I was the oldest in years, or the most sustaining woman friend. Time to cut to the chase. I still had bills to pay and cranberry scones cooking in the oven.

“Garland, did you call to talk about the women in your life? Or is there some other point to this pleasurable conversation?” I turned over another Tarot card and winced. The Burning Tower, its grim point made by a color illustration of terrified souls jumping to their death from flame engulfed windows.

Garland cleared his throat and lowered his voice, shifting into his business mode—the Garland I know and love. “Truth is, I need some of your magic, Promise. Can you come down to Atlanta tomorrow and see me about a client?”

“Garland, you know I don’t do magic. It usually brings bad karma. Remember the old rule, what you do comes back to you three fold.” I selected the Knight of Swords card and covered the Queen of Hearts and the Chariot with him, then separated out the burning tower and turned it face down, resolving to research the card in the Tarot reference book for a more auspicious meaning.

“Come on Promise, no jokes, you know what I mean. I really need your help. Just a little research on a family trust issue for a lady client of mine. It’ll be a piece of cake assignment. The problem is, I need the information in a hurry. It should only take you a couple of days.” The next card I turned over was The Wheel of Fortune, possible money, and for sure, uncertainty. “And, the money is good,” Garland continued. “Five hundred dollars a day, plus expenses, just for your astute brain and fabulous intuition. If somebody shoots at you, I’ll up it to six hundred.”

“That’s not funny, Garland.” I did not like to remember a previous assignment, also a piece of cake, according to Garland, that led to contraband cigarettes, guys with whole body tattoos who spoke only in guttural inflections, and gun shots being fired into my beloved blue Subaru Forrester.

Garland laughed, pleased with himself. “Just kidding, Sugar. Seriously, I’m really in a bind on this one and, as I may have mentioned, I have Mr. Pork-Chop’s divorce staring me in the face.”

I tapped The Wheel of Fortune card several times on the desktop and glanced again at the balance in my checkbook. “Umm…Garland, please define family trust issue for me.”

“It’s no big deal, really. The client’s daddy put all the family money in a trust. You know the drill, forming a trust keeps the greedy IRS from getting more than its share. My client already gets the earned interest. A nice tidy little sum, I might add; but soon, according to the trust terms, her grown son will have control of the day-to-day administration. She wants to control the trust herself. You know, Mommy knows best and all that. She wants to decide how the money is invested. All I need from you is some, shall we say, revealing information about the son to see if we have a decent shot at modifying the trust terms, or not. See, piece of cake. No illegal activity involved.”

“You’ve said piece of cake twice, Garland. That makes me worry.” I shuffled the stack of unpaid bills again and made one single pile. “Okay,” I told him, reluctantly, “How about ten tomorrow. Remember, I ‘m at least two hours from your office.”

“I remember. Though why you would want to leave Atlanta and live up there in the wilderness, I’ll never know. I mean do people in Western North Carolina even speak English? Or more importantly, do they speak Southern? Is there civilization that far north? I am told there isn’t a Starbucks within forty miles.”

Oddly enough, while feeling less than totally anchored to my new home, I felt the need to defend it. “Seventy miles to a Starbucks. And yes, folks seem pretty Southern up here. I think Western North Carolina’s heritage is mainly Scots and Irish, just like down there. Atlanta just attracted more population diversity through the years, and this area didn’t. Not yet, anyway.”

Garland grunted. Totally not interested. I ignored the sound of him shuffling papers again and finished the rationalization for my altered lifestyle. “You know, Garland, many people prefer the quiet life.” Which one of us was I trying to convince? “They see the Appalachian Mountains reclining just beyond the back door as comforting. Maybe the same way a cat likes to back up against something solid to sleep, makes it feel safer. Also, we don’t need fancy coffee shops; remember we have Granny’s General Store. You don’t have one of those in Atlanta.”

The mention of Granny’s brought Garland back to our conversation. “Thank God! How could I forget? I helped you close the deal on that rundown money pit, friend that I am, and I still can’t fathom why you would give up a successful counseling practice to be a country shopkeeper. My mind just won’t wrap around you standing behind a dingy pink Formica counter selling loaves of white bread and packs of chewing tobacco. Speaking of the store, you won’t bring that tall scary Susan person with you tomorrow, will you? Holy Crap. Look at the time; I need to run. Got to be in court in twenty-five minutes. See you tomorrow. Drive carefully.”

With that, Garland hung up. I sat for a moment contemplating all the questions Garland asked that went unanswered. Garland did not really require answers; he knew what he wanted to know already. He was a man sufficient unto himself, or so it would seem. I drew another Tarot card from the deck. Ace of Wands—a strong hand emerging from dense white clouds, holding out an offering of a wooden club, festooned with colored flowers. Well now! That’s better, I said to the still battling crows, this card could mean a new enterprise, maybe related to money, with several possibilities to consider. Let’s hope this ace with the big club trumps that burning tower over there. I’m not in good enough shape to jump from flaming windows. I think the crows answered that sarcasm can be a very helpful coping skill.
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“Dust thou art; to dust returnest,
Was not spoken of the soul.”
…Henry Wadsworth Longfellow

2.
 

At daybreak the following morning, I wrapped my bathrobe around me against the autumn chill and waited at the bay window in the kitchen for coffee to brew. Lying west of my house, and still blanketed in flat half-light, the mountain ridge exhaled billows of ashen fog and blew it in long tendrils down across the valley. It moved quietly to settle on my pasture and creep against the porch. Eerie fingers silently counting secrets. I remembered being awakened around six by the groaning of metal-rimmed wheels negotiating potholes, and the slow labored clop, clop of a tired horse. Had there been a wagon lumbering past my house in the darkness? Someone on the abandoned logging road climbing the side of Fire Mountain? I lay still several moments waiting for the sound to come again, but nothing, only the stillness before dawn. Now, more awake and my mind clearing, I was not sure if the wagon traveled in a dream, or on the road outside.

A short time later, I dressed in a sensible calf length taupe dress with matching jacket and was ready to drive south to Atlanta. Warming the engine of my Subaru, and still unable to see clearly twenty feet ahead of me, I questioned if this heavy fog was usual for fall in these mountains, and if children waiting for school buses feared the mist filled air. Perhaps they hopped on one foot to ward off any passing evil, or held hands with friends until the safety of the big yellow vehicle’s headlights broke the curtain of mist. Or perhaps, having been bred to the mysteries, they were not afraid at all. I, on the other hand, am a city person by birth, a newcomer to these mountains, and count navigating through an unseen landscape as pure terror. Yet responsibility has a compelling voice, so I tried to ignore the feeling of being watched by some shrouded force in the fog and gingerly guided my Subaru along the winding road towards town, then soon eased into the parking lot of Granny’s Store.

Though Garland is not impressed by the store, I find it comforting to drive up to the slightly listing turn-of –the-century converted tobacco barn. Because the building fronts the old Bryson City Road and sits on a rise with the Little Tennessee River behind, I suspect a past owner thought the location would capitalize on the popularity of river rafting by selling supplies and groceries to tourists. With high hopes the owner rebuilt the dilapidated front porch in 1996, put in a bathroom, and installed two storefront windows. Fortunately, the aged, dark stained wood interior, smelling forever of coal fire and curing tobacco, was left untouched, except for electrical service snaking here and there through metal conduit, and a room constructed at the top of the open stairs to the old drying loft for inventory storage. To the left of the front door, a stamped red and black metal sign announcing “Granny’s” across the top with “Nehi Orange” below swings from a rusted metal chain affixed to an equally rusted flagpole. Granny’s may not be very profitable; but we are nothing if not picturesque. Too bad most of the river rafting happens upstream of us. I unlocked the front door and let myself in, switched on all the lights, and started the coffeemakers standing sentinel on the front counter. Eight months ago, when I bought Granny’s from the Goddard twins, who’d owned it for five years, it was a package deal with my house and land. The new coffee makers were the only changes I’d made to the store, unless you consider refusing to continue to sell homegrown marijuana from under the counter a change, which I didn’t. I considered that decision just good sense. Jail time did not sound like good time to me. Therefore, we no longer sold “weed” at Granny’s as the Goddard twins had apparently done. We substituted rich Costa Rican coffee—the first cup on the house, for our early morning customers.

It was just before seven-thirty when Susan’s red jeep careened into the parking lot and she bounced into the store, stomping loose dirt from her boots on the mat as she entered. “Hey, Miz. P. Oh, good, you got the java going.”

“Susan! How can you drive so fast in this fog?”

“Shoot, that ain’t nothing, Miz P. It’ll burn off by ten o’clock. You should have seen it last night when we headed back over the mountain from Slyva. I mean seriously pea soup! The guys and me were picking over at Baby Petree’s. Pretty good crowd for a weeknight. Lord, I do need a cup of coffee. We didn’t get home till nearly two-thirty.”

“Who’s Baby Petree?”

“No Ma’am. Not a who, a what. Baby Petree’s is a bar-b-que and beer joint. They have local groups like us in to play from time to time.”

Susan, besides being Granny’s manager, plays banjo, and sings, with a Bluegrass band called the “Lickers.” I can’t say much for the name, however the stand up bass player is witty with one-liners, as all bass players should be, and keeps the audience grinning between songs. Susan’s fingers are nimble and sure, her voice mellow and throaty. The real star though is Susan’s daddy, Daniel Allen. When he plays the fiddle he can conjure just about more sadness with his bow than a heart can endure. I imagined, each time he cradled the fiddle to his chin, he played out the grief of losing his young wife to an unforgiving icy mountain road. Or perhaps he’d made peace with her death and is just a man inherently comfortable with the sorrow his fiddle speaks.

I watched Susan pour cream and add two sugars in her coffee and remembered what Garland said yesterday about her being “scary.” What was it about her that would make him say that? True, at about six feet she does tower over me, as well as Garland, by about eight inches, but then, most people do. Her black eye makeup, dark lipstick, garnet nose stud, and short spiky black hair persona is no different from many other young women in their early twenties living in Atlanta. At least her hair is naturally black, and I might add, always clean. Maybe it’s that her usual day costume is a long, shapeless, gray jumper dress worn with a black tee shirt and darker gray-pocketed apron. Spit-shined black army boots always compliment Susan’s outfit. As I thought about it, her work outfit combination did give her more of a surprised Lizzie Borden look than “downtown Atlanta chic.” No matter, I love the self confident statement she makes; and Susan is far from the Lizzie Borden type. Her kindness radiates soul outward. Susan was probably just trying to dress the part; after all, the store is called, “Granny’s.”

Truthfully, it amused me that Susan intimidated Garland. Besides, Susan is an excellent store manager and it doesn’t hurt that she seems to be related to about half the county. How wonderful to be young and so full of life and possibilities, and yes, so attractive, for I do think Susan attractive, in her own quirky fashion. At least Susan is distinctive, a trait I’ve never possessed. I could rob a bank in broad daylight and all the witnesses would remember is me being short.

How did my mother, tallish, slender, dark curly hair, illuminated by sunlight, produce such an ordinary daughter? Her complexion was brown in the summer with only the suggestion of exposure. She moved with grace and purpose in everything she did. Stocking seams always straight (yes, that was before pantyhose), shoes matching outfits. My dad—to put it kindly—was irresponsible and a poor provider; thus my mother supported us, leaving our duplex apartment in the Virginia Highlands neighborhood six days a week to ride the bus downtown to Rich’s department store, where she sold “better dresses” to the well-to-do Atlanta matrons. However, Dad was rakishly handsome; I’ll say that for him, and my mother loved him unquestionably. He was a big, smiling, freckled face redhead, always laughing, nicknamed “Rooster” by his friends, and always quick with an entertaining story. From those memorable parents, I inherited the watered down versions of each. On me, my dad’s cobalt green eyes are more chlorine colored, flecked with gold thrown in by the gene pool as a reminder of the absolute randomness of the universe. A few of his freckles splash across my nose and checks, so forget trying to get a tan. I go from stark white to ruby-red peel in the time it takes to say the Pledge of Allegiance. As for the hair: my ex, may he choke on a peach pit, once said it was the color of Samuel Adams Lager. I think that means brown. By the way, you would think someone whose hair had just been compared to a cold beer would pretty much realize the maturity level of the man making the compliment. Not so. I am living proof that love can be blind, and deaf. At least I was way back then. Now I’m older and far more jaded.

“Susan,” I said, as I returned from strolling memory lane and gathered my purse and another cup of coffee for the road, “I have to see Garland Wang this morning on some business. He has a small job for me. I’ll be back tonight.”

Susan moaned and rolled her eyes. “I wish you didn’t have to work for Mr. Wang. I don’t like him.”

I was surprised. Susan is usually charitable about most people. “Really? Why not? I’ve known Garland for almost ten years and have done consulting work for him for at least five. He pays well, and right now I really need the income.” I tried to gauge her frown to see if my reply had softened her assessment of Garland. Her face remained unchanged, so I added, “Garland may suffer from a minor case of situational ethics, sometimes; though I think he is basically honest, and a good attorney. Are you sure you aren’t a tad prejudiced?”

Her frown flipped to indignation. “Miz P! I can’t believe you said that. It isn’t because he is Chinese. Well, I know he’s American and all that, but his way-back kinfolk were born in China. Right?”

“Yes, mainland China, I think. I’m not really sure. I do know his father’s people immigrated to Savannah, Georgia, before the Civil war, which makes him as much American as us Scots-Irish. I’m not sure about his mother’s people.”

Susan sipped her coffee and then wagged her right index finger towards me to make her argument. “Well, I’ll tell you Miz P, it’s not his kinfolks. I don’t care if he’s Chinese or Pekinese. No, it’s something else. That man just always seems to have some hidden agenda going on.”

I suppressed a smile. “Susan, the man is an attorney. Hidden agendas go with the package. It’s a special course they take in law school, along with: Lying With a Straight Face and Creative Subterfuge 101. Maybe you just don’t trust him because he’s from Atlanta?”

“No that’s not it, I’m sure. I’m not a prejudiced person and it doesn’t matter where he is from. I mean like, I slept with a Hungarian guy once, and he didn’t even speak English.”

“Well, that must have been interesting!”

“Interesting? Well, yes, I guess it was interesting. It was okay. You really have to think about communicating when a guy doesn’t speak English.”

“Umm, I would guess so.” I hoped Susan wouldn’t offer any details about her definition of communicating. Discussing sex with someone half my age, who is not a client, especially at seven-thirty in the morning, could be uncomfortable.

“I met him when I was an exchange student in Germany back in high school.”

“Susan, you were an exchange student?”

“Well, yeah! Traveling to Europe was fun. I got to go because I was honor roll and all that good stuff.”

“You were honor roll? Wow, there is a lot I don’t know about you, Susan. Is there anything else you want to share this morning before I travel south into the jaws of the lion?”

“No, I just wish you didn’t have to work for Mr. Wang, that’s all. I feel kinda responsible you have to take on extra work. You know, that Granny’s doesn’t make enough for you to be comfortable, and mostly, that the store isn’t exactly what you thought it was going to be. I’m real sorry about that, Miz. P.”

“That’s not your fault, Susan. You didn’t lie to me. It was good ole Larry and Jerry, the infamous Goddard twins, who were not exactly, shall we say, forthright in their bookkeeping information.”

“Well, I worked here for them and had a good idea what those boys were doing. I should have told you I suspected they were selling weed under the counter.”

“It’s okay Susan. I really don’t blame you. I know you were probably afraid if you told anyone you’d be sitting in jail, while Larry and Jerry fished for marlin off the coast of Florida. And those two sleaze buckets would have blamed you, I’m sure. No, I’m a big girl. I should have checked the actual sales more carefully. Even I would have known Cheerios don’t cost fourteen seventy-five. What blows my mind is that the twins actually reported the income on the books. I guess they were more afraid of the IRS than the local law.”

“Well, Duh,” Susan rolled her eyes, “that’s cause guess who helped them grow it and haul it down off the mountain in the first place?”

“You mean the sheriff? Are you telling me our sheriff was a partner in the marijuana business with the Goddard twins?”

“No, no, not Sheriff Mac. He and my daddy are first cousins. He’s all right. Not the brightest bulb in the box, but honest, as far as I know. I mean that skinny deputy of his, Howard.”

“Oh, great. You mean the guy who hangs around here eating Little Debbie raspberry cakes and making moony eyes at you?”

Susan made a face like a pug puppy. “Moony eyes! Oh Miz P. you are so, so, so old fashioned. You crack me up.”

“Susan, can’t you just call me Promise and not Miz P?”

“Oh, Lord. No, I just can’t. Every time I say the P word, you know, it makes me feel so committed. It’s so obligatory.”

“Obligatory? Susan, you constantly surprise me. It’s just a name not a contract. Don’t worry about the committed part; none of the men in my life have ever bothered with that small, apparently very heavy adjective. I don’t expect a lifetime commitment from you; Granny’s General Store is not exactly a career destination for a smart and talented person like you.”

“I’m not thinking about leaving you, Miz P., I’m really not. I like working for you. And now that the word is pretty much around town we’re not selling weed, I really think business could get a lot better, especially now that fall is here and the leaf lookers from the city are headed our way for weekends. You’ll see. We’ll do better.”

“I hope you’re right, Susan.” I checked my watch: seven-forty. To make Atlanta by ten, I would have to get on the road and make good time, fog or no fog. The traffic would be bumper to bumper, as always; fortunately Garland’s office was on the north side of the city so I wouldn’t have to fight all the way into downtown. I headed for the door then remembered one last thing. “By the way Susan, you know that monster male goat I told you about? The one over on Fletcher Enloe’s side of the pasture? Well, he has eaten every blueberry bush along the entire fence line. I’ll have no blueberries come summer. And I can smell him all the way to the house when the wind turns. Do you happen to know Fletcher Enloe? He doesn’t seem to have a number listed in the phone book and I really want to talk to him about keeping that goat somewhere else on his property.”

“Phone! Shoot, I hear that old man’s so cheap he’s probably still uses a Sears catalog for toilet paper. I doubt he’s got a telephone. I’ll ask Daddy if he ever sees him when he takes the mail around. When his wife was alive, they used to come in here pretty regular. Since she died, I haven’t seen him in a while. Somebody should probably go check on him anyway; he doesn’t have any close kin. It was real sad when his wife got cancer and passed away. She was a nice lady. I’ll ask Daddy. He won’t mind going over there, especially if he knows its you asking.” Susan shot me a mischievous look. “I think Daddy is sweet on you, Miz P. What do you think about that? Isn’t that interesting?”

I was shocked. Daniel, sweet on me? Now who was old fashioned? It was way too early in the morning for that kind of information. Susan stood her ground and waited for an answer. It had been so long since I even considered a man being “sweet on me” the whole concept felt foreign. True, I had not been exactly celibate since my divorce. Fact is, I’d had probably more than my share of short-term relationships, mutually satisfying sometimes, sometimes not so. The plan was don’t become too attached, and thus too dependent on another man. The “Father Knows Best” concept of happy housewife being loved and cared for by the big strong husband, had not worked for me. Not that I didn’t want to be cared for. Who doesn’t? Sadly, I guess my ex-husband hadn’t read the script about fidelity. Besides, Daniel—well Daniel didn’t seem to be the kind of man who would be content to just be sweet on someone. Handsome as he was, Daniel seemed to be still water, running deep. Long term. Too risky for my cautious nature. I opted for a major sidestep to Susan’s question. “I think you misconstrue your Daddy’s kindness. That’s what I think.”

Susan reached over and topped off my coffee, adding extra cream to my mug and continuing to smile.

“Thanks. I’ll call you later to see how your day goes,” I added, and made a quick get-a-way.

Back in my car, I checked my reflection in the visor mirror as the engine warmed. Big surprise, still the same unruly mop I had when I left home. I dragged a brush through it and tried to hem up a few errant curls behind my ears with a pair of tortoiseshell combs I found on the dash, and was grateful I’d chosen a good pair of silver and amethyst drop earrings and a scarf to add a classier look to my plain dress. If I was headed to the big city, I needed to blend in with the crowd and not look like country come to town. A closer study of my washed out, early morning face told me I should have added some color, maybe subtle blue eye shadow, a little mascara, though trying to apply eye makeup so early in the morning usually results in dried goop working its way behind my contact lens and is more aggravation than it’s worth. The mirror also reminded me I was beginning to favor the wild witch of the north and really did need a cut and style. And what was this with the color? Lighter blondish strands looking suspiciously pearly gray in the daylight were invading me. Pretty soon I’d have to face the fact that I needed heavy stock in L’Oreal to stave off the aging. Or, give up and just let it all go gray. As I weighted that possibility, I drove out of Granny’s parking lot, headed south, and also weighed my decision to move away from Atlanta.

Why on earth did I think a move was a good idea? This morning, picking my way back south in the fog, it was hard to actually list the reasons for leaving Atlanta. Sure, the traffic was murderous and the constant motion of people and vehicles was bordering on claustrophobic; and there was that pervasive sense of restlessness I’d developed, telling me I needed to make a change in my life. Did I really think a different place would give me a different life? As a counselor, I should have known better. And what was so bad about my old life, anyway? I had my modest debt free townhouse, good friends who made me laugh, and lots of choices for shopping and eating out. Maybe I should have stayed where people and things were familiar, kept my small counseling practice going and waited for the feelings to pass. That’s what I always tell clients-feelings are usually transitory. Like the weather: just hang on, they change.

The infamous Committee—members being: the Should, Second-Guess, and What-if girls—convened in my head, chiming in with the flip side. On the other hand, the committee pointed out, the North Carolina Mountains are breathtakingly beautiful. They had called my name for several years as I came weekend after weekend to drive the winding back roads. My house, backed up against Fire Mountain and nesting on five acres of green rolling pasture, overlooking laurel banked Fells Creek, was perfect. The mountains to my back and rushing water in my front yard, who could ask for anything more? And, I needed a new focus for my life. I wasn’t exactly burned out as a counselor, but let’s just say I was singed around the edges.

So, if I loved my house and the mountains, the Committee wanted to know what was the problem? Why did I continue to worry that moving was a mistake? Thinking maybe a month long Caribbean vacation may have been a better choice. For one thing, being cut off from my deep Atlanta roots was more painful than I envisioned; and the debt for the house and store was even more painful. I needed income from Granny’s to help float my mid-life adventure, and the store was not paying the bills, unless I was willing to pick up where the Goddard twins left off, which I was not. It wasn’t hard to conclude, given the available choices; Garland Wang was my best bet to make the mortgage this month.

All right, I told myself, with a conviction only financial insecurity can produce. The fog is lifting and WSB radio says Georgia 400 is clear southbound, all the way to Roswell. I’ll give the mountains six more months and see how I feel. The worst that can happen is I’ll sell the property and tuck tail back to Atlanta.
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“Harpy: …Depicted as a bird of prey with a woman’s face.…”
The New Oxford American Dictionary, Second Edition
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Negotiating the bumper-to-bumper traffic along Georgia 400, I exited right onto Holcomb Bridge Road. Fortunately, Garland’s office, elegantly ensconced in a quasi-Williamsburg styled brick building, popular when the small city of Roswell exploded into yet another extension of Atlanta proper, was only a mile further, because the traffic moved like meandering cattle in the Texas heat. Why would I even think of believing the radio report of Georgia 400 being clear to Roswell? It is never clear. Never! Finally, I pulled my Subaru into the parking lot and gathered my worn leather briefcase containing pad, pen, and other assorted necessaries and prepared to assume the persona of “expert from afar” for hire.

Stepping off the elevator onto the eighth floor where Wang and Wang occupied the penthouse, I had a long-range view through a wall of windows of the highway along Georgia 400 to the east, Holcomb Bridge Road to the north, and historic old Roswell village to the south. I remembered from earlier visits that Garland, being “king” of the penthouse, looked out on a red brick structure squatting on the bank of the Chattahoochee River known as the Roswell Mill, once infamous for producing the gray woolen “rebel” cloth suiting southern soldiers during the Civil War. With his pugnacious enthusiasm, Sherman destroyed the mill during his Atlanta campaign and shipped the workers, all women and female children, north of the Ohio River, ostensibly to a better life far from the evil South; though, one has to wonder if the workers had any choice in the relocation. After the war ended, the mill was rebuilt and produced cotton cloth until 1977. Today, the square brick building, and the surrounding area fronting the Chattahoochee River, is developed into upscale retail shops and restaurants. From Garland’s expansive office window you could watch the who’s who of Roswell gentry strolling along the river’s edge, shopping and remarking who is doing what, where, and for how much. Garland declares he learns more business and political news by watching the lunch crowd at The Roswell Mill than by reading the newspapers.

Garland’s receptionist, the very svelte and very honey blond, Paige, rose and disconnected herself from the computer telephone system that was the life of the large law firm. In two seconds she was around the desk and gently guiding me across the reception room towards the conference room. “Oh, Dr. McNeal, so lovely to see you. Mr. Wang requested I bring you in straight away.” Before I could reply to her charming English accent, I was whisked into the sun-filled conference room and the door closed behind me. Garland, rising from his perch at the head of the massive mahogany table, smiled, a little too eagerly I observed, and came around to shake my hand. When he said good morning and thanked me for coming, it seemed we were near strangers and not ten-year friends. A small bead of perspiration glistened on his temple, then retreated into his hairline. He gestured to his right and took a step backwards.

“Promise, Dr. McNeal, may I present Ms. Becca Tournay.”

I extended my hand across the table and felt the reluctant grip of long slender fingers attached to an equally slender hand. It wasn’t so much a tenuous handshake, as one of someone who did not want to carry out the pleasantry at all. Cold hand, no rings, single strand diamond bracelet, five foot seven, more or less, thin, sinewy, rod straight back. As I held Becca Tournay’s hand, I had a fleeting picture of a baby crying in a crib. He had been crying for some time; tears mixed with his running nose to give his face a feverish sheen. My heart ached for the sad child in the crib. Then the image was gone. I focused on Becca again. Her short platinum hair was heavily moussed back from her face into sculptured stiff layers, accentuating her chiseled chin and nose. No smile was offered, only judging sapphire blue eyes. I noted the elegantly designed double breasted cut of her soft pink gabardine suit and decided it probably cost more than the book value of my Subaru. Remembering Garland had mentioned his client was about my age, I wondered if this could be true. If so, I needed to find whatever vitamins she was taking, because this woman could be late thirties and not early fifties. Now I really wished I had gotten a haircut, or at least added makeup to my early morning routine. She quickly withdrew her hand and sat down at the table, leaving Garland and me standing awkwardly at her attention.

“Well, then,” Garland recovered, “Let’s get down to business, shall we?”

“Yes, let’s.” I said, and sat to fumble through my briefcase to retrieve my pad and pen. I would not, I vowed, let this Becca person unnerve me. I had dealt with enough types of angry clients over the years to recognize fear hiding behind defiance. Looking squarely at her, I assumed a noncommittal look and tried to catch her eyes with mine. She evaded and picked at a non-existent piece of lint on her lapel.” Why don’t we start with you giving me some direction about what you want me to accomplish for you, Ms. Tournnay?”

“Really, Mr. Wang,” She said, ignoring me. “I thought you had explained all of this to Ms…” She faltered, no doubt purposely not remembering my name.

“McNeal, Dr. Promise McNeal,” I interjected, feeling the need to add the Dr. to the name. True, I hold a doctorate in psychology, not medicine; still it is a legitimate degree and I was determined this woman would not discount my achievement.

“Yes, McNeal. Whatever. I’ve been over this already. I don’t choose to reconstruct my troubles once again.” As she finished her statement she turned slightly away from me and slid a shoebox resting on the table a few inches toward Garland. It was only a few inches, but the gesture was not wasted.

Garland looked at me pleadingly, hoping for what, I couldn’t tell. I returned a reassuring smile and accepted Becca’s clue. “So, let’s take a look at your shoebox, Ms. Tournay, and perhaps you could begin with how it connects with your father’s trust, and your son.” Becca Tournay gave me a look filled with hate and determination as she pushed the box across the table to me. The outside was ordinary enough; the end printing identified a pair of size eight black shoes made by Jangles—a manufacturer’s brand I did not know. The inside, however, was another story. As I eased the top off it was impossible not to gasp. Garland’s eyes darted back and forth between Becca Tournay and the box, though he said nothing. I surmised he’d seen the contents: a platinum haired, hard plastic doll reclining on a bed of white tissue paper. She was dressed in a pale pink suit, not unlike Ms. Tournay’s, and her one remaining startling blue glass eye stared up at me. I say one remaining eye because the other, as well as the left side of her face in which the eye once lived, was crushed into about forty pieces. Her left leg was broken as well, and twisted up behind her at an unnatural angle. Without touching the doll I closed the box top.

“I can understand how this would upset you, Ms. Tournay.”

“Upset,” she shot back, “an understatement. It came Federal Express this morning to the hotel. Obviously a threat, and obviously from my insane son.”

“Was there a note?”

“It is plainly there, Ms. McNeal. Didn’t you see the card beside the awful creature?” She pointed her index finger without touching the box.

Trying to be nonchalant, I opened the box again and extracted a small plain white gift card from the side packing tissue. On the reverse side, someone had cut letters from magazine print to form two words, ‘Your Choice.’ Ms. Tournay, who would know where you are staying?”

“My son, of course! I have already told you he must have sent the awful doll.”

“Did you happen to notice the origination of the package?”

“Charleston. Why does that matter? He could easily drive to Charleston and send the package.”

“The suit, it looks very much like the one you are wearing. Do you often wear this suit?”

“I own eleven pink suits, Ms. McNeal, all custom made for me. I travel often with my business and find it easier to accessorize similar outfits. Accessories are so important to one’s first impression. And by the way, that purple scarf thing you are wearing is not at all attractive with your hair color. And it looks an afterthought with your drab beige dress. It is all very unsettling.”

I felt my face flush. Taupe, the dress is taupe, I wanted to blurt out. And I bought it from Chico’s for crying out loud. It cost far too much to be labeled drab. Fortunately, I kept my mouth shut, sat back in my chair and studied Becca’s face. Why was this woman being so obviously rude? And what button was she pushing that made me want to return her bad behavior with equally bad behavior? Suck it up, Promise, my “committee” warned, she’s a paying client. I resisted feigning denseness by asking her if it was my cheerful purple scarf, or the broken doll, she found unsettling. No point in poking a stick at an ill-tempered opossum. I loved that crinkled linen scarf; the graduated pale purple to eggplant pattern made me happy. Maybe it didn’t go with my hair, but you know what? By tomorrow, I could dye my hair to go with the scarf; Becca would still be a miserable, angry person. Resolving to put on my inscrutable therapist face and wait her out, I began to silently count…one thousand and one, one thousand and two, one thousand and three…

At one thousand and four, Becca bolted from her chair and glared at Garland. “Mr. Wang. I refuse to be interrogated any further. If you think this Dr. (she emphasized the Dr.) McNeal is the right person to establish Paulie unstable and unable to administrate Papa’s trust, I suppose I shall trust you know what you are doing. Certainly, at the hourly price you are charging me, you should bloody well know! Call me when you have positive news. I have business to take care of in Atlanta.” With those words Becca stalked out of the room leaving the door wide open. I heard Paige wish her a lovely day as she whisked by the reception desk and caught the elevator going down.

Garland shut the conference room door, loosened his tie, and grinned. “Wow, she makes Aileen look like Mary Tyler Moore.” He then removed his suit coat, slung it across one of the vacant chairs and rang Paige. “Hello, Sweetheart. Did that burst of frigid air freeze your lovely curls? Good, we wouldn’t want that, now would we? Would you please ask someone to bring us a cup of tea? I think Promise may need a refresher, and I know I do.” He hung up and reached behind his chair to the credenza for a yellow pad and pencil. “All right now, let’s see what we have.”

I enjoyed his recovery from the formidable Ms Tournay. The Garland I knew and loved was back in business. Flipping from the few notes I’d taken during our brief conversation, I opened to a fresh page and started a list. “Okay. Number one, your client is the bitch from hell. That, of course, is a personal observation, not a professional assessment. We’ll get to that later.”

Garland interrupted. “I know she’s a bitch, never the less, a well paying bitch. I don’t need a psychologist, or a psychic, to tell me that.”

“Garland, please. For the hundredth time, I am not a psychic. A psychic is a person who wears long flowing robes and probably advertises in the personal columns of a new age newspaper. All I have is intuition, no robes. Everybody has intuition. Sometimes I get lucky with my intuition, that’s all it is, luck”

“Right, whatever you say. Just remember, I’ve seen you in action. You pick up stuff from the universe like a vacuum cleaner, stuff the rest of us have no idea is working around out there. And, I saw your face when you shook hands with Becca. You saw something. What was it? What did you see? What’s Becca’s deep dark secret? Not that it matters, of course, since us attorney types don’t want to know too much about our client’s crimes and misdemeanors. It makes it too hard to spin a convincing story for a jury.”

“Great, I’ll keep that piece of honesty about attorneys in mind. You are probably right though, what I sensed from Becca may not matter, at least not yet. It’s too early to see where it fits. Let’s just say I’m grateful she wasn’t my mother. Let’s go on to number two: the doll frightened her, though not enough to stop what she is doing. Here we have a very determined lady for a client. Three: she says she’s convinced her son sent the doll. I’m not so sure she is telling us the truth about that; she is too quick to point her well-manicured finger at him. On the other hand, I guess if he did send the creepy thing, it could help us. Tell me about the son.”

Garland reached back to the credenza for a thin manila file folder just as Paige brought tea. “Thank you, Sweetheart.” He showed Paige a genuine smile and followed her fashionable slim body with appreciative eyes as she exited the room, making me wonder if calling her sweetheart was more than Garland’s usual sexist greeting. I hoped not. I knew Garland’s wife, Aileen, and, as much as I admired her, I felt certain she was the “take no prisoners” type. If she caught her husband in any indiscretion he would be reduced to a very small greasy spot on the road to divorce court. Garland opened the file and slid the top page towards me. It was an eight by ten glossy headshot of a pensive young man, facing the camera. Except for his dark hair, layered behind his ears and a tad longer than currently fashionable, his face could have been any sincere, handsome man, who just happened to photograph well. As I focused on him, though, I changed my mind about him being just any pretty face. His eyes were mysteriously deep set and knowledgeable, his slightly aquiline nose authoritative and perfectly proportioned to the face. No, unless men were now going in for Glamour Shots photo sessions, this picture was one of many copies a theatrical agent would keep on hand. This was the face of a man who wanted, needed, to connect with the viewer, his audience.

“Paul Alaine Tournay, the second, his grandfather being the first, or senior, however you want to put it.” Garland began, and pointed to the photograph, “Only son of Becca. Thirty-four years old.”

“So, Becca was about what age when he was born?”

“Eighteen. A student at the University of South Carolina, where her father was a professor, when her son was born. No marriage. Sperm donor unknown, at least to me. She refuses to talk about it; so, we can assume giving birth was not Becca’s first choice. Obviously, the baby was named for his grandfather. Paulie, as his mother calls him, was raised by Becca and Sr. Tournay, and graduated from the University of South Carolina with a degree in history and theater. Began acting and singing as a teenager and was well received at USC with the Shakespearean players. Plays classical piano. Toured for a while with a group called the Upstock Players doing the usual, The Fantastics, Music Man, that kind of stuff. Somehow got tagged for a short stint as Ronald in a disgusting soap titled, Forever. Soap only lasted one season. Must have been pretty bad. Three years ago Paulie moved back to Atlanta into the old Tournay house off West Wesley Road and Howell Mill. Lived there about a year, presumably with grandpa’s permission, before Tournay, Sr. died. Now the trust allows him to stay in the house.”

“What does he do for a living now?”

“He still acts locally and actually has a paying job as director of the Sixteenth Street Theater; not big bucks, but since he lives rent free in grandpa’s house and the trust pays all the household bills, except food. I guess he does okay. Grandpa even gave him a vintage Jag, so I guess no car payments. Though, upkeep on a Jaguar must be more than some car payments. Oh, and his mom says he buys and sells antiques and vintage stuff like that.”

I nodded my head to show I’d taken in Garland’s recitation about Paulie Tournay. “So, what is the deal with the trust? How much money, and how does it work?”

“About five million. How does it work? Ah, that is interesting.” Garland took a deep sip of tea. “It’s one of those beautiful set-ups to keep the IRS from getting all the inheritance. When Reagan was President, his administration got this and a couple of other trust formulas through Congress to save rich folks some inheritance taxes. This type of trust was available for five years and then expired. Tournay was lucky, or smart, enough to get in on it before it expired. Basically, Becca and Paulie, as he is so lovingly called by his mommy, get interest only on the trust for the first ten years and then Paulie gets the principal in one lump sum to control. At that point he can liquidate most of the assets by an ingenious convoluted tax formula if he chooses, at no penalty. Sweet deal! The only holdout will be Becca continues to get a monthly allowance from the trust, in the amount of the last year’s interest, until her death.”

“That means Paulie doesn’t even get control of the trust for another eight years. Why is Becca so hot to do something now?”

“No mystery there, not really. Even though the administrator can’t cash in the trust until then, there are things that can be done into the third and following years to free up parts of the cash and still not trigger an IRS rape of the funds. And most importantly, one of the many rules for this type of trust is that any objection by the heirs must be filed within twenty-four months of the activation of the trust. The activation, of course, would technically have been Tournay Sr.’s death. That, my dear, brings us to the urgency of the matter. We only have sixteen days left to file our objection.”

“Sixteen days. Garland. Bring me in on the last roll of the wave, will ya.”

Tapping out a short rat-tat-tat on the table with the erasure end of his pencil, Garland frowned. “We’re both on the tail end of the wave. Ms. Becca just breezed into my office two days ago. Didn’t I tell you I needed a little magic?”

I nodded in sympathy. “Okay, so what do you have on Paulie that makes him an unfit administrator? Any drugs, alcohol, past criminal record?”

“Nada. That’s why I need you, Dr. McNeal, psychologist extraordinaire. The good news is that we don’t have to prove him a total nut case, just not fit to manage the sizable Tournay fortune. He can be mentally unstable, a criminal, or just plain stupid. Take your pick. It doesn’t matter which. Just get me something I can take to a judge.”

“By the way, how did the Sr. Tournay make the money?”

Garland waved his right hand and studied the ceiling. “Hell, I don’t know. The how doesn’t matter to our case. He taught art in Atlanta at the Art Institute and then at USC for years after they left Atlanta. He did write one book, Carolingian Art, Diverging Genius. Whatever Carolingian art is.”

“Catchy title. I think Carolingian has to do with the reign of Charlemagne.”

Garland’s cinnamon brown eyes narrowed. “How do you know that, and I don’t?”

“It’s okay Garland. Don’t be hurt. When you were busy with predator skills at law school, I was yawning through art appreciation class. It doesn’t sound like Sr.’s book would have made the bestseller list. Where else could the money have come from?”

Garland shrugged. “I haven’t a clue. Like I said. It doesn’t matter. Maybe good investing back when you could make a killing in the stock market. I don’t know, and don’t care. Becca’s story is some of it came from Tournay’s family in France. He was French. Did I mention that? I have copies of Tournay’s accounts that merged into the trust showing intermittent deposits since the early fifties. He seems to have kept one investment account separate from what he earned teaching. Some of it goes out over the years, but he seems to have been a thrifty Frenchman and much of it stays in for growth. Anyway, we aren’t concerned with where the money came from, only that the charming Becca gets to keep it. Why are you so interested?”

“Umm. Well, you know me; inquiring minds want to know. Don’t worry, I hear you. I am being paid to investigate Paulie and not Paul Sr.’s money. So, other than the possibility Paulie sent his mom a somewhat bizarre voodoo doll, what makes Becca so sure he is insane?”

“Ah, another interesting twist. She says after he moved into the Tournay house, Paulie called his grandfather several times babbling he had seen the ghost of his grandmother on the house grounds. Becca says old Papa was horrendously upset by young Paul’s stories and she is sure the calls sent Papa to an early demise. To say she is very angry with Paulie would a gross understatement. I gather Becca and good old Papa were very close.”

“Closer than she is with her son, it would seem. What about the grandmother? When did she die?”

Garland fidgeted in his seat and stroked his chin thoughtfully. “Well, that seems to be a long story Becca also refuses to talk about. The short version I got from one newspaper clipping and an obit Paige dug up on line is that Becca’s mom, Stella Chandless Bennett Tournay, an Atlanta debutante with money of her own from the Chandless and Bennett side of the family, either hanged herself, or was murdered while she and Paul Sr. lived at the house in Atlanta. Becca was only five, so understandably she wouldn’t really know anything first hand about her mother’s death, and you can bet your last dollar Papa wasn’t forthcoming with any information, since the newspaper clipping stated he was apparently the main suspect, if there was foul play. I take it the Atlanta police couldn’t make a case for murder against him and the whole case just withered away. Soon after that, Tournay moved himself and little Becca over to Columbia, where he took a teaching position at the University of South Carolina. Stella’s family tried to get custody of Becca. I gather they were unsuccessful. I think she has not seen any of her mother’s people since then, though she did inherit some money from her mother by way of the Chandless side of the family. I checked that out to make sure she could pay me. I surmise that money is what jumpstarted her business ventures. I’m not sure.”

My mind tumbled at each of Garland’s words about Stella Tournay, and the face in my dream came back with fierce clarity. “Garland, stop for a second. Did you say Stella Tournay died by hanging? Was she by chance found hanging out over a creek?”

“Yeah, she was actually,” Garland said with surprise, “the newspaper article said she was found about half way out a sturdy oak limb extending over Howell creek. Strange way to commit suicide, don’t you think? The paper hinted she might have been killed elsewhere and then taken down to the creek. Creepy, don’t you think? Boy, I’m glad I don’t do criminal work. I hate this weird shit. Wait a second, how’d you know she was hanging over the creek?”

I kept my eyes focused down at my pad, finishing the somewhat crudely drawn ballet shippers I’d been sketching while Garland talked. “Oh, I don’t know. I must have read the story at some point in time.”

Garland glanced at my pad. “Promise, why are you drawing ballet shoes? Did I tell you Stella Tournay was a dancer and that Becca owns several dance studios? She owns that franchise, Danse. However you pronounce it in French. Have you heard of them?”

“No, I haven’t,” I replied honestly.

“Well, apparently my client does very well on her own. Doesn’t really need Papa’s money. In fact, I don’t think this trust thing is about the money. I honestly think she hates her son’s guts. Just doesn’t want him to have any part of her Papa. You’re the expert. Tell me, Promise, is that possible? Can a mother just plain hate her son’s guts?”

I allowed myself to exhale a deep sigh I had been holding for what seemed to be a long, long time. “It’s a little more complicated than that, Garland. Although sadly, it is possible for a mother, or a father, to have only feelings of anger and resentment for their own child. Sometimes the bond of love just doesn’t develop. It’s not a random happenstance though, and parents can’t catch it like the flu. From what I understand, we are talking about pretty emotionally damaged mothers and fathers here.”

“Crap. I hate this case already. Let’s do what we have to do and get it over with.”

Remembering Becca’s cold hand, and sensing her equally cold heart, I was wishing I’d stayed in North Carolina. “Does Paulie know his mom is trying to cut him out?”

“My guess is he does. When I phoned him and asked if he would talk to you, he agreed without any hesitation. I think I heard him laugh. Then he said, ‘Come on over, it’s always interesting to see what mean stew my mother is cooking up.’ Clever, huh?”

I know I must have rolled my eyes at the bad pun. “Yes. Very clever. Did you make an appointment for me?”

“I did. One o’clock today. His house. Down in Buckhead.”

I checked my watch: twelve-ten. I would have to hurry to be anywhere by one o’clock in the snarled Atlanta traffic. “Garland, don’t you ever call me again and say an assignment is a piece of cake. If you do, you are dead meat.”

Garland favored me with one of his charming boyish smiles and handed me Paulie Tournay’s address.




  
  
    Quiet the Dead
    
  




  



“Love never dies a natural death…” Anais Nin

4.
 

The Tournay house was located on Bennett Trace, deep in Buckhead, one of Atlanta’s most prestigious in town neighborhoods. The street was unfamiliar to me, even though I had previously lived near that area of Atlanta for twenty-five years. After following Garland’s hand drawn map from Peachtree Road, Atlanta’s signature north-south byway, and winding west along West Wesley Road, then traveling Howell Mill Road through a section of much desired, and thus expensive addresses, I finally found the green and white city street sign for Bennett Trace. As I navigated the sharp right turn, I noted Bennett Trace was little more than a long narrow cul-de-sac sandwiched between a pair of two-story colonial homes. The street appeared to have been sliced from each residence’s side yard, and ended at Paul Tournay’s house, which was crouched low as though hiding behind its two regal red brick neighbors.

Passing beneath a heavy shading of old oak trees, I stopped the car for a moment to digest the flat roofline and gray stone façade of the nineteen-fifties contemporary design. The house was a case of Frank Lloyd Wright camped out in the backyard of Gone With The Wind’s Tara, as out of sync with its neighbors as Saint Peter playing a pennywhistle. For lovers of this style of architecture the house probably exuded artistic genius. To me, it was only cold right angles hunkered down in the leaf-strewn ground. There wasn’t a blade of grass to be seen, and what remained of the overly mature azaleas grew spiky tall and sparse against the stone facade. Trust me, this was not a house of apple pie fragrances and Christmas cheer. It was easy to imagine Paul Tournay’s grandson seeing ghosts sneaking about its somber yards. I said a prayer of thanks for my warm little cabin on Fells Creek, with its cherry wood floors and friendly wrap around porch, and parked my Subaru beside a late model white Ford Explorer in the drive. An older dark blue Jag, no doubt Paulie Tournay’s gift from his grandfather, was parked nearer to the front of the house. Grabbing my purse and cradling the infamous shoebox containing the “Becca doll,” I told myself I might as well get it over with, and headed for the house.

Tucked under a shadowy overhang, a dark grained oak slab, carved in Romanesque style with acanthus leaves framing a life sized helmeted medieval knight, sword at his side, made up the front door. I wondered if the knight meant the designer had a sense of humor, once you got past the stark exterior. When I rang the bell a gray cat tiptoed up to me from a hiding place in the azaleas to rhythmically wind her body back and forth at my feet. Just as I stooped to pet her skinny back, the door opened and Paulie Tournay reached for my jacket sleeve and pulled me into the house.

“Come inside, quick. She runs in whenever she gets the chance. Pesky animal.” He shut the door behind us and released me. “Sorry. You must be Dr. McNeal?”

I extended my hand and he received it with a warm open smile. “Mr. Tournay. Thank you for seeing me.”

“Please, Paul. Not Paulie, as my mother continues to call me, just Paul,” he offered. His photographs did not do him justice. His muscular upper arms and chest defining his short sleeved, white Polo tee shirt told me why he was cast as the hunk in a daytime soap. And in the handsome face, large languid brown eyes that you really, really wanted to believe arrested my attention. His voice was at once theatrical and intimate when he spoke. “And you are welcome. Whatever dramatics Mummy dearest is up to, I’ve learned it’s best to get it over with so the rest of us can get back to some sort of normal life. Come in, come in.” He exchanged my hand for an elbow to guide me and his citrus cologne settled comfortable on me as we moved through the foyer. “So, tell me what this is all about. Grandfather’s trust, I imagine, since lawyers, the world’s largest species of predators are involved.”

Before I could answer, booted footsteps clomp, clomp, clomping, down the wood stairs into the foyer, accompanied a youngish, slightly built, sandy haired man carrying an over stuffed duffle bag. He shot Paul a look angry enough to scatter bats, and slammed a key into his palm. “You will be sorry,” he threatened, and threw open the front door, allowing the skinny gray cat to shoot into the house and disappear somewhere out of sight.

As the door slammed, Paul grimaced, and then spoke softly. “Dr. McNeal, may I introduce Mitchell Sanders. Mitchell, Dr. McNeal.” His dark eyes narrowed towards the closed door as he slipped the key into his pants pocket. Neither of us spoke. After what seemed like an eternity, a car cranked over and the sound of gravel scattering broke the silence.

“Lover’s quarrel?”

Paul forced a thin smile, and shrugged. “How could you tell?”

I smiled, sympathetically I hoped. “Is it just me, or does he look like a younger, shorter version of Troy Donahue?”

“Well, I guess. Surfside Six, A Summer Place. Sandra Dee, for God’s sake! He says that’s why he can’t get a break, not until every old fart in the audience who remembers Donahue dies out. I told him to dye his hair, but I think the handsome Mitchell Sanders would rather complain.”

I nodded in understanding, even though I was certain I was part of that old fart audience who needed to pass on over to give the guy the acting opportunity he felt he so richly deserved.

Paul sighed. “Oh well, c’est la vie. When in distress we French eat. You may have Mitchell’s share of the curry chicken salad and fresh bread with apple butter. Absolutely fabulous. You’ll see.”

Not waiting for me to accept his offer, Paul ushered me into the living room. “Please make yourself comfortable. I’ll serve us in here on the table by the windows. Afterwards, you can tell me all about your employer, Attorney Garland Wang, and my mother’s latest nefarious plot.” With that, Paul walked out of the room, presumably to the kitchen and curry chicken. I remained standing, holding Becca’s shoebox and my purse. Paul certainly didn’t seem to be upset by a stranger showing up at his door. Interesting. He was even willing to feed the enemy.

I took the liberty of leaving my purse and shoebox on the lime green mid-century sectional sofa floating center of the large living room, and did what I always like to do when left alone in other people’s rooms: I prepared to snoop. Though, in looking around, the snooping was going to be short lived as, other than the sofa, the room was sparsely furnished. It didn’t take very much time to run my hand across the mahogany empire desk with gold-plated lion heads encrusting both front corners, or feel the crispness of the yellow taffeta on its accompanying armchair. The top of the desk was bare so not much snooping there; that left the drop leaf mahogany table with carved reeded legs by the windows, our lunch location, and its pair of lyre back chairs upholstered in gold bumblebees alight a maroon background. A muted red, green and gold Oriental rug, set at an angle to the desk, was soft from wear and smelled of aged wool dyes. Umm. Someone had very good taste. I wondered if that someone was Paul or Mitchell Sanders. Hadn’t Garland told me Paul bought and sold antiques?

I drifted to the wall shared by the foyer to examine a grouping of black and white framed photographs, and mulled over what I’d learned so far about Paulie Tournay. I had to admit I liked him, and it was hard to visualize him terrorizing his mother with a voodoo doll. But then, I reminded myself; I had seen enough sociopaths to know how charming they can be, if charm suits their agenda. Also, there was the matter of Paul saying he had seen Stella Tournay’s ghost, if indeed he did say that. I didn’t doubt Becca would lie, if a lie would get her what she wanted. My internal dialogue was interrupted by one of the photographs—a serious-faced dark haired man, looking much like Paulie, in a evening dress suit and tie, his left arm casually draped around the neck of a solemn black man cradling a horn to his chest. Was it a cornet or trumpet? I confused the two. To the right of the Paulie look-a-like, Paul Sr. no doubt, stood a thin woman, several inches taller than him, wearing a feminine version of a masculine dress suit of the fifties, hers with sharp long lapels and pinched waist. Her hair was casually drawn behind her ears and fell in a thick spread on her shoulders. For the photograph, she leaned comfortably in towards both men and smiled suggestively, playing to the camera. I recognized the woman. The face in the picture and the face of my dream were the same. Stella Tournay. Why have you brought me here, Stella? What do you want from me?

Paul came sweeping into the living room carrying an aromatic tray of chicken laced with curry and a basket of freshly baked bread. “I see you found the family gallery,” he said. My mouth watered; the coffee and Danish I wolfed down early this morning driving from North Carolina had long since been replaced by gnawing hunger. Paul spread lunch out on the table and continued to talk; then, as I turned to watch him, back lighted with brilliant sunlight from the tall windows behind, I lost the sound of his voice as an image shadowed his shape. I think the term for the condition is “pentimento.” It happens when the presence of an earlier, painted-over image emerges on a canvas. What I saw through Paul, in my mind, if not with my eyes, was a woman crumpled on the floor, and a man with his back to me removing her ballet shippers. My heart fluttered wildly and I struggled for a deep breath. The image faded. I knew in my soul then that Stella Tournay was killed in this room. Paul’s voice came back. He was talking about the photographs.

“That’s my Grandfather, my Grandmother, and, I think, a friend of theirs, Boo Turner,” he was saying. “Turner was a musician, as you can see by the cornet he’s holding, and he was black. Pretty progressive for my grandparent’s generation, wouldn’t you say? Course, entertainers and artists crossed the color line all the time, even in the fifties. Though I doubt having a black musician friend was all that usual in Atlanta back then. I found those photos in a ratty old brown envelope in Grandfather’s desk drawer back in the Columbia house. I think I was about twelve. He must have known I’d taken them. Months went by, he never mentioned the theft to me, and so I just kept them. I didn’t have the nerve to ask him about them though. I wish I had asked, must have been an interesting story. When he died, I guess I felt those photographs were what remained of my family, so I framed them, and there they hang. Look at my grandmother, Stella Bennett Tournay. She was stunning, wasn’t she?”

I nodded yes and continued to study the photos. Most were of Tournay and Stella at various social gatherings. One featured a laughing Stella reclining in a beach chaise, sunglasses atop her head, one arm reaching towards the camera, as if to pluck up something suspended between her and the lens. One showed a younger Stella in can-can outfit beside a man costumed in tights and whiteface. “Yes, stunning,” I agreed. “Is this one your grandmother with your grandfather in costume?”

Paul moved beside me and hesitated for a moment. “Yes, I believe so. It looks like a young Papa, though I certainly never saw him dressed in tights and whiteface. Papa rarely talked about the past, but he did mention once or twice he met Grandmother in France when they were both performers in a Paris nightclub. That may explain the can-can outfit. It looks like he did pantomime, doesn’t it? Or maybe it was a circus act. I don’t know. It was during the war, I think. Second World War.”

Reaching back into my scant knowledge of World War II, I replied, “Lucky they got out before the Nazis occupied France.”

“Umm,” Paul seemed distracted for a moment, then picked up his sentence, “Well actually, according to Mother Dearest, they were both trapped in Paris during the German occupation. When the war ended, because they were married, Grandfather was able to come back to the States with Grandmother. She was a Bennett you know, her mother a Chandless. All that old Atlanta money wanted their daughter back in the good old USA studying dancing, which was what she was supposed to be doing in Europe, not frolicking nearly naked all over Paris. At least that is the story I imagine. I really don’t know. I only know she may have killed herself, or was killed by an unknown person, from an ancient Atlanta Journal newspaper article I also found in Papa’s desk. I don’t know how much my mother knows about Stella’s death. She was only five at the time and the article said she was at her grandparent’s house when it happened. I don’t think my mother even remembers much about Stella. The only thing she really seems to hold on to is the anger of being left motherless. It’s sad really. Of course, I don’t even know if that is really why Mother is so angry. It isn’t as though she talks to me about anything. Listen to me I’m rattling on like a lonely old woman. Enough of that depressing subject.”

I nodded, though my curiosity was piqued about the other figure, the musician, appearing with the Tournays, and I moved back to the photos. “How did you find out the man on the right was named Boo Turner?”

Paul moved closer and pointed to a folded card on a table in the foreground of one photo. “Look right there. With a magnifier you can make out the printing, ‘Havana Joe’s, Happy New Year 1956’. Joe’s has been an Atlanta club forever. I’m an actor with an agent who loves me, so I made a call and it didn’t take her long to trace who played there New Year’s Eve 1956. I think my grandparents were probably friends with Turner because of this beach photograph, and because I remember when I was little, Papa brought me over here from Columbia several times, and I believe we met Mr. Turner. They visited, always spoke French to each other, I played around the empty house and yards, down by the creek. Turner was older, of course, by then, still, I’m pretty sure it was him.”

Paul gestured to another photo at the top right of the grouping. In it Stella and Paul sat casually at a picnic table with Boo Turner. Palmetto fronds anchored the left background of the photograph, drawing attention to white, frothy water stretching endlessly behind them. Plates and glasses cluttered a tablecloth, its tails flapped out by the strong ocean breeze. Several beer bottles clustered at Stella’s elbow; Turner’s mouth was open in a laugh– a scene from any happy picnic. A baby in a frilly bonnet snuggled against Paul Tournay’s chest.

“Yes, I see what you mean. They do look to be friends on a picnic. The baby is your mother?” I ventured.

“Yeah,” Paul said wistfully, “hard to believe she was ever a cute, sweet little thing like that.” He sighed and turned to the lunch table. “Speaking of food. Let’s eat.”

We ate the delicious chicken while Paul chatted about his job as theater director, how talented Atlanta actors and actresses were, and what repairs and renovations he had made to the old house to make it more, “human,” as he put it. I asked him if the house had been rented all these years. He said no, that his grandfather would come over to Atlanta from Columbia occasionally and spend a few days taking care of repairs and basic maintenance on the house. Much was in need of repair when he moved in, he told me and then chuckled about the original gold shag carpet in the bedrooms. I thought it odd Tournay Sr. could not, or would not let go of the house in over forty years, sell it and put sad memories to rest; though Paul chatted easily about his grandfather’s house, no sad memories for him here. He also told me the house was designed by his grandmother and built by the Tournays on the site of a mid-eighteen hundreds gristmill that ground corn into meal and wheat into flour for families in the Howell Mill area of Atlanta. He wasn’t sure how long the mill operated, and said an eroded parapet that once held the mechanism to turn the giant stone wheel was still visible, extending out into the creek from the bedroom side of the house. I asked if the lot was carved from the two side yards of the traditional homes to each side. He said no; he had researched the property and it was really the opposite. The land and mill had found its way into the Bennett family during the thirties. Bennett gave Stella and her new husband the mill site to build a house and then sold off the side lots after Stella died. All the while Paul talked about the house, I was struck at how attached he was to the place and how differently each of us sees the same object. He obviously loved the lean sparse architecture and the somber setting. Why, I could not imagine.

After we ate our lunch, I helped Paul clear the table and he brought us coffee, along with something small, creamy inside, and wonderfully chocolate. A truffle, he explained. “Heaven,” I replied. “I really like what you’ve done with this room, Paul. Antiques mixed with the more modern style is very clever.”

He stirred his coffee intently, first not replying, then finally said. “To tell you the truth, it’s Mitchell who is clever with style, and he’s the savvy one with buying and selling antiques. You should see him at Scott’s and Lakewood antiques markets every month. He is like a man on a mission, looking for bargains he can buy low and sell high. He’s quite the trader when it comes to antiques, even has his own mini-shop in one of the converted grocery store malls. Me? I buy what I like regardless of the price, or style.”

“I haven’t been down to the Scott’s market in years. Near the airport, right? I’ll have to go again. I love old pieces. Though I don’t have a clue if I get bargains or over pay.”

Paul shrugged. “Well, it’s only money. If you love it and plan to keep it, what does it matter?”

“Perhaps you are right,” I agreed, though considering my shortfall of cash since I moved to Perry County, a blasé attitude about money was not really in my current lexicon. We drank our coffee silently, me waiting for him to reveal more about himself that might help Garland’s case, him waiting for me to show my hand as to why I insinuated myself into his home and life. I’ve had more practice waiting for clients to grasp a tenuous thread unraveled from experience and connect it to meaning in their life, so I won the standoff.

Paul, leaning back in his chair and crossing his arms over his chest, finally broke the ice. “Enough dancing around the unpleasant with happy small talk. The suspense is too much. Go ahead and tell me. What does my darling mother want? And why in the world does Garland Wang send a nice lady like you to do his hatchet work?”

That was an excellent question; I was beginning to wonder why myself. I segued into my best strategy, honesty. “Thank you for lunch, Paul. It was wonderful.” I anchored my coffee cup back in its saucer and matched my crossed arms with his. “What your mother says she wants is to control the Tournay trust, to replace you as the administrator.”

Paul did not look shocked, or even angry. “You mean she wants control, with a capitol C. Get her hands on all the money, when she pleases, and cut me out all together.” He brushed a few breadcrumbs on the table into a tiny pile, and then carefully moved them to his saucer. “No surprise, knowing Becca. How much is the trust worth anyway?”

I answered him without missing a beat. “I am told about five million dollars.”

“You must be kidding!” His eyebrows raised in surprise. “Where would Grandfather get that kind of money? He was an art professor at the University of South Carolina, for goodness sakes. No wonder Mother wants all of it. You know, she never wanted to share anything about Papa with me. It wasn’t enough she wouldn’t tell me who my father was; she had to try and cut me off from Papa, too. Fortunately it didn’t work. Papa loved me and I loved him. He was moody, depressed at times, preoccupied with his art and teaching; yet, he gave me what he had to give, and I loved him.” Paul shook his head, sadly, and waved at the air dismissively. “Well, tell her I don’t care about the trust. Tell her she can have the money. Grandfather deeded this house to me before he died; that and his love was all I ever wanted.” Paul rose from the table. “Would you like more coffee, Dr. McNeal?”

I watched Paul as he spoke and felt his pain resonate from my stomach into my heart. Here was a man wounded by his mother’s callousness, and years of indifference. Did his heart harbor enough evil to send his mother a voodoo doll? True he was probably a good actor and could deliver a convincing story, but it just didn’t fit. No, I was sure he didn’t send the doll. So if Paul didn’t send it, who did? “No, thank you. No more coffee. I’m good,” I answered. This supposed trust case was spinning out in directions I hadn’t anticipated. What was really going on here? A question occurred to me. “Paul, does your mother know the house is already deeded to you?”

He left the table and came back with an envelope. Opening it, he handed me a warranty deed signed by his grandfather giving him the house. As soon as I held the paper I chided myself for getting involved with Paul’s side of the story. After all, I was being paid to find evidence he was mentally unstable or an outright nut case; asking about the house was not helping Garland’s case one iota. But then, Paul had already said he was willing to give up his share of the trust. If he was telling the truth, Garland had won by default anyway. I decided I cared about Paul and his interest in this ugly house. To hell with Becca.

“I don’t know, I assumed she knew, though…” his voice trailed off, “as I’ve said, we don’t really talk.”

I scanned the deed again. Something was missing. Then it came to me. “Paul, your deed has not been recorded at the Fulton County Courthouse.”

A panic waved over his face. “What do you mean? Why does that matter? Does it mean it’s not really mine? Can she take the house away from me?”

“Wait, wait, calm down. I’m not an attorney and don’t know a lot about real estate. I’ve just bought and sold several properties and know the deeds always get recorded with the clerk of court in the county where the property is located. When that happens, the clerk stamps the deed with the recording information. The stamp is missing on your deed. I think the public recording of the deed makes the transference official. Who else knows your grandfather deeded you the house?”

He sat back down and thought for a moment. “Nobody, I guess. Soon after I moved into the house, Papa just showed up early one Sunday morning and gave me the deed. I remember I made breakfast for us. He chatted on about how he might need to go through the house once more to make sure he’d gotten all his things out, and about the crumbling gristmill wall down by the creek. He seemed preoccupied, said he didn’t feel well and left before I even cleared away the dishes. I thanked him for the house, of course, and we didn’t speak of the deed again. It was about a month later that he had the stroke and passed away. I guess it is possible Papa didn’t tell my mother he gave me the house. He was a very private man. I didn’t even know there was a trust until he died and the attorney read us the will. I assumed my house was not part of the trust, though I don’t know what my mother thinks. The trust attorney sends me small monthly checks from the trust account for upkeep and taxes on the house. I would think my mother knows about that. Although, now that you ask, I’m not sure what Becca knows.” Then he said more to himself, than to me, “Does she hate me so much she would take my house? If she gets the trust, why would the house even matter to her? She has the Columbia house from his will. And her businesses. Not to mention, with five million dollars she can have any house she wants. She doesn’t need mine. This house is all the family I have.”

“Paul, listen to me. I didn’t say your mother is trying to take the house from you. Please don’t jump to conclusions.”

I could hear anger seeping into his voice. “No? Well if she thinks the house is still part of the trust, and she wants all of the trust, then she thinks she gets the house as part of the deal!” He slapped both hands, palms down, on the table. “In that case, forget what I said. I’m not giving up the trust until I know my house is my house. She can have the money only if I keep my house. You can take that message back to Garland Wang!”

I decided it was time to deal with the doll and retrieved the shoebox from the sofa. “I’ll tell Mr. Wang what you said. Of course you know, Paul, you can go downtown and record your deed today. Just go do it. Then talk to an attorney yourself to see what all this means. You owe that to yourself and your grandfather. Okay?” Paul seemed calmer, having made a stand against her mother, and nodded his assent. “Could I change the subject, just for a moment? Please look at this. It has something to do with you and the trust; I’m just not sure what. I put the box down on the table in front of him and removed the top. His sharp intake of breath seemed genuine.

“Good Lord, what is that?”

I began slowly, “Someone sent this doll to your mother this morning at her hotel.” I gave him a moment to let the information sink in. “Have you ever seen it before? Does it look familiar?”

He peered into the box without touching it. “Familiar? No, I don’t think I’ve ever seen the doll, if that is what you mean. But,” he hesitated, “look at the blond hair and the pink suit. Mother always wears suits like that. It looks like her. Did she smash the head?”

“She says not. She says the head was smashed when it was delivered to her. According to your mother, the doll is meant to frighten her. Maybe as a threat. Who would do such a thing?”

Paul sat back, as far away from the box as possible. “Who knows? My mother is known to be a ruthless businesswoman. She would smash a lot of live heads if she could get away with it. There are probably hundreds of people left devastated, and financially ruined, in her wake. Believe me. If Becca wants something, she gets it.”

I had no trouble believing him on that observation. Becca had impressed me as the kind of woman who embraced the idea that winning is all that matters, no matter the cost. “Do you see the white card at the side of the box?” I pointed to the card, not wanting to touch it. “Yes, there. It says, ‘Your Choice.’ The threat seems to be that if she doesn’t make the right choice she will end up like the doll. She believes the person who sent the doll wants her to stop trying to get control of the trust.”

Paul studied me as though he was trying to make sense of my statement, and then said sadly, “Oh, my God. You mean she thinks I sent the doll. Is that why Garland Wang sent you over here?”

I liked this man and he deserved the truth. “My job is to facilitate your mother getting the trust. I don’t understand how this awful doll is connected to the trust; though I have a strong sense it is most certainly connected. That being said, I don’t believe you sent the doll.”

“My mother does?”

I nodded yes.

“Well, I didn’t,” he replied firmly. “She is not my favorite person and I have to say I would not choose her for a friend, or a mother for that matter, but not this.” He pushed the box away and towards me, “No, not this, this is sick. I may be a little twisted, and who wouldn’t be with Becca for a mother, but I don’t send murdered dolls to people.”

“I believe you, Paul. I really do. Help me think this through. Is there anyone else associated with the trust that would want her to stop making waves? Anyone else who would benefit if you kept control of the trust?”

He narrowed his eyes in concentration and thought for a moment. “I don’t know. I really don’t. I don’t have any children, and with my lifestyle, I’m not apt to have. Who else could benefit? I can’t imagine. As I told you, I didn’t know about the trust until Grandfather died and I still know very little about it. Mitchell must have asked me a thousand times about it, how much it was worth and all that. I told him I didn’t know, and I really didn’t until you told me.”

The hairs on the back of my neck prickled. “Mitchell?”

“Yes, Mitchell. He of the Troy Donahue good looks. I met him when we did The Fantastics at the theater. He was wonderful, good voice, the audience loved him, and he did dye his hair for that, by the way. He moved in with me shortly after the show finished. I thought the relationship was going to be THE one, well it wasn’t. Almost from the start it was one thing after another, a little lie here and a big lie there. As you saw, we fight a lot. He’s left before, several times, and we’ve made up—not this time. I’m not taking him back this time. This time the lie is just too big to forgive.”

I waited and let the silence grow, hoping Paul would fill in details about Mitchell’s lie. He didn’t. Finally I moved on. “I understand Paul. I’ve kissed enough frogs to know the princes are few and far between.” His smile was sad and resigned. “Let me ask you something else, if I can,” I continued. “Not that it has anything to do with the trust; it’s just that as a person who is interested in the paranormal, I am curious.”

He eyes brightened. “Oh, you mean Grandmother’s ghost. Isn’t that wild? I thought I saw her several times during the months after I moved here. In fact I told Mitchell about it. Shortly after he moved in with me, whatever it was went away. I realize now it was probably just this old house, and the play of shadows through the oak trees.”

“Where did you see her?”

Paul stood up and waved me to follow. “Come on back to the bedroom and I’ll show you. Though, mind you, now I don’t think I saw anything except shadows.”

We went back to the foyer, and then up three steps to the left, turned down a hall and then into a large master bedroom on the rear of the house. He stood before three nearly floor to ceiling windows facing the rear yard and pointed. “Down there, towards the creek. Do you see the crumbling stonewall, the old gristmill parapet I told you about? See where the wall comes across the creek and almost touches the side of the house? All three times I thought I saw her, she was walking on the wall, headed away from the house, and then disappeared across the creek.”

I followed his direction, looking out to the yard, beyond a stand of low-armed oak trees, to an old wall, a narrow expanse of eroded stone and concrete, pockmarked and spongy from the relentless assault of upstream water and sand. It seemed a punctuation point drawn from the house outward. The sight of it drew a shiver from the base of my spine to my hairline. I could see it did, indeed, extend out into Howell Creek, the creek Paul’s grandmother was left hanging over, and the creek of my dream. “When you say she disappeared across the creek, does the wall go all the way to the other side?”

“I think it does. At least when I was a kid it did. I haven’t been down there in some time. Years ago, when the creek was low it used to be possible to walk across and not get your feet wet.”

“What was it about the figure that made you think it was your grandmother?” I asked, seeing in my mind a clear black and white image of the cloaked figure moving slowly across the wall. It was a woman, a tall woman. She doesn’t look back at the house; she wants to get away. She has a purpose, a clear purpose. I felt my face flush hot and sweat bead on my forehead. Paul’s voice interrupted.

“I told you, Dr. McNeal. Now, I don’t think I saw her at all. It was all just a play on shadows and my imagination. Mitchell and I stayed up many nights looking for her again; it was like a game for us. Exciting, you know, at first; of course I would usually fall asleep before him, but anyway, nothing else happened.”

“When you thought you saw her, what do you remember about her?”

He paused for a moment, hands pressed together and against his lips much like a child offering a prayer. “As I recall, she was tall, long hair, and possibly thin like Grandmother. It was hard to tell really because she was wearing some sort of cape thing around her shoulders. I had the distinct feeling the figure was a woman; no, it was more than a feeling. I’m sure it was a woman. I’ve been an actor long enough to know the difference in the gait of a woman and a man. And she moved carefully, controlled, like a dancer, like grandmother.”

“Paul, you saw a lot of details in just a shadow.”

“Well, she was very real to me at the time. In fact, I was pretty upset and called Papa. I’m sorry I called him; that was stupid. He got more upset than I did. It was immature of me to bring up his pain; I really wish I hadn’t. Oh, the conversation was awful. He rattled on and on in French. My French is pretty basic, and he was talking pretty fast, so I ‘m not sure what he was saying. I was glad to call him back later when Mitchell and I decided it was the limbs of the oak trees playing tricks with my imagination. I remember Papa said to me, ’you are a good boy, Paulie. Leave the dead; their debts are always paid.’ What ever that meant. We didn’t talk about the ghost thing again.”

“What a strange thing to say, ‘their debts are always paid.’ What do you suppose he meant?”

“I have no idea. He just seemed to feel better knowing I was not seeing ghosts, that was all I cared about.”

“Umm, so it was Mitchell who helped convince you there was no ghost, just shadows?”

“Well, him and my good sense. You don’t believe in ghosts, do you Dr. McNeal?”

I wasn’t sure how I wanted to answer that question. Fortunately, the skinny gray cat took that opportunity to skidder out from under the bed and run towards the main part of the house. “You see how sneaky she is,” Paul called, as he ran after her, with me a step behind, “she’s inside again and she’ll disappear down the basement stairs before I can catch her. That’s what she does. When I catch her upstairs, she runs for the basement and somehow finds her way back outside.” As he reached the kitchen, Paul screeched and his arms shot upwards like Moses railing against the heathens. “And look, the evil animal has been in here eating the leftover chicken salad.”

He was right, chicken scraps littered the counter top where the cat had picked through our plates. No doubt she was raiding the kitchen while we were eating our yummy chocolate dessert. I had to smile. “Perhaps you don’t feed her enough.”

“Feed her enough?” Paul’s nostrils flared with anger. “She isn’t even my cat. She’s some scruffy stray who managed to have kittens out by the side of the house and I can’t catch her to take her to the county animal shelter. After this, you better believe I will get animal control out here now and she and her mangy babies will be history.”

My warmth and compassion for Paul was dissipating as he ranted about the poor mamma cat with babies to feed and no warm home, or assurance of food. What did he expect? Should she phone for fish take-out! “So you’d send her and her family to the pound? That’s like a death sentence with no chance for appeal.”

He exhaled heavily, “I know, I know, but what else can I do? I don’t like cats. The fact is they scare me. They never do as they are told and are just as likely to scratch you as purr. They are always ‘pet me, don’t pet me, pet me.’ My God, that sounds just like my mother! I do not want to be a murderer, for pity sake. I’ve even asked some of the guys at the theater to take them; no one is interested. Nobody has enough room for a mother cat and kittens.”

At that moment I was struck with a momentary lighting bolt of insanity and someone else’s voice inside me chirped up. “I have five acres and a small barn. Help me gather the cat family up and I’ll take them home with me.”

Paul grinned as though I had given him a new Porsche to replace the old Jag in his driveway. “Fabulous idea. I’ll donate a laundry basket and a soft blanket to the deal. Come with me and I’ll show you where she has hidden the kittens.”

Securing the cats was a lot easier than I thought it would be. Paul led us outside to the far right of the house to what seemed to be a closely pruned pyracantha bush, all thorns, waxy green leaves, and hard red berries. At closer look the bush’s almost solid growth was trained to camouflage a chain link enclosure on the side of the house. As he easily lifted the front panel of the enclosure, which was hinged along one side, I realized the logic of the enclosure: it screened a concrete stairwell leading down into the basement of the house, and sure enough, snug and dry among leaves and pine straw at the basement door was our skinny mother cat nursing two equally skinny kittens. I was amazed at her resourcefulness. “How did she get out here from the inside of the house?”

Paul pointed to the sagging basement door. “Look, see that wide crack along the casing where the wood has rotted? I think that’s where she gets from the basement back outside. The hole is just wide enough for her skinny body to pass through. I wanted to fix the door because God knows what else can crawl through, but I refuse to ramble around in that dank basement long enough to hang a new door. I hate dark basements. Besides, replacing the door might cut Mamma off from her babies.”

“So, you’re not as mean as you pretend to be. Good man.”

He gave me a sheepish look and held the basket while I coaxed Mamma into it with the last of the luncheon chicken. While she chewed, I lifted the two frail babies in beside her and we secured the basket in the rear of my Subaru. As I closed the door, I saw Mamma curling herself around her babies and nudging them to nurse again. Mission accomplished.

Paul extended his hand. “Thank you for taking the cats, and for being so understanding. I know you are working for my mother and are technically the enemy, but I’ve enjoyed our visit. And please tell Garland Wang, diplomatically, if you can, what I said about the trust and my house. So long as I get the house she can have the rest. Maybe that will finally make my mother happy, for once in her life.”

I took Paul’s hand to say goodbye, then he impulsively drew me into a hug. I liked this young man. Sliding into my Subaru, I started the car, and then lowered my window. “Don’t forget to go to the courthouse and record that deed.”

Paul waved. “I’m on my way.”
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“Dreams are today’s answers to tomorrow’s question.”
…Edgar Cayce

5.
 

Retracing my route, I drank in the tree-shaded beauty of the Buckhead neighborhoods leading me back to Howell Mill Road, West Wesley, and then to Peachtree Road. Buckhead was once an outpost settlement far from Atlanta proper, known only for a crossroads tavern with a buck deer’s head mounted above the bar. Today Buckhead is acknowledged as the “Beverly Hills” of the South. It’s the place where new money and old forged easy, and sometimes not so uneasy, alliances; a neighborhood like no other that is the embodiment of Atlanta’s coronation of queen of the New South. Steep gabled Tudor mansions, Neal Reid designed English cottages and Hollywood hued Italian villas, punctuated streets of antebellum red brick mansions. Buckhead breathed a bittersweet reminder of how much I loved, and missed, this city. Atlanta is like a relative who sometimes behaves badly, and may disappoint and even embarrass me, yet she is family nevertheless, and inextricably part of my blood.

I crept along with the north bound traffic, and somewhere between the 1930’s pink stucco Alhambra apartments on Peachtree Road, and my favorite Italian restaurant at the corner of Paces Ferry Road, a pang of loss in the pit of my stomach reminded me that I had abandoned the queen of the South, left her for another town, another state. Gone were the days when I could pleasure ride through Buckhead anytime I felt the need to dream myself into one of her grand homes. How could I do that? What was I thinking? I watched the familiar places pass and feared I’d always be homesick.

After I waited in stalled traffic through three lights at the intersection of Peachtree and Piedmont Road, the Should Girl committee member, who looks a lot like Lily Tomlin’s Ernestine character, called in from her tidy office in my head. “Hello, Promise dear. I see you, you know. What are you doing? Wallowing in self pity again?” Her voice is as annoying as a potato grater against a knuckle. “Let me get this straight. You are depressed because you moved away from all this traffic, crowds and crowds of people you don’t know, and will never know, stifling summer heat, and high property taxes. You are longing for a neighborhood you could never afford to live in, even if you stayed here and worked another hundred years. Get a grip, Miss Prissy. You should be ashamed of yourself. No whining! Babies whine. Big girls cope. I have to go now. I’m composing an alphabetical list of all your mistakes, and believe me, I’m very busy.” I hate it when Ernestine is right, especially when I’m in the middle of a good whine. A soft concert of mewing called to me from the rear of the car, making me smile. I was now grandmother to two tiny kittens, and mother to probably the most raggedy, pitiful looking feline in the State of Georgia. What was I thinking, indeed!

Remembering why I was driving north on Peachtree Road, I called Garland on my cell phone. Paige, as always, was the soul of English gentility and apologized for Garland being “presently detained on the telephone.” I chose option number one and left a voice mail for him to call me back. Stop and go traffic gave me plenty of time to think about my meeting with Paul Tournay and recap exactly what I’d learned from him. Would any of what I learned help Garland’s case?

I made a mental list. Number one: someone had sent Becca a threat in the form of a doll with a damaged face. I didn’t believe that someone was Paul. No help there. Number two: Regardless of what he thought before, Paul says he now believes he did not see Stella’s ghost wandering about the property. Nothing there to convince a judge he is unstable. Number three: Paul is a successful gay man living an open and seemingly quiet lifestyle in Atlanta. Him and thousands of others in Atlanta. Nothing unusual about that. And whose business is that anyway, thank you very much! Number four, and most important: Paul says he is willing to give the trust to Becca so long as he keeps the Tournay house. So there we were, nothing I learned about Paul would help Garland; yet Becca still wins, if she isn’t too greedy. I was glad it seemed the issue would be resolved out of court. Paul Tournay seemed a decent man, better adjusted than one would expect with a mother like Becca, and I hated the thought of him and his mother battling it out in front of a judge.

Speaking of his mother, my thoughts turned to Becca. Was Paul correct about his mother? Did she really feel any love given to him by his grandfather was love denied her? My counselor’s heart felt compassion for Becca. My judgmental side recoiled from any mother who rejects her child, and saw Becca as a vampire in a pink suit. She was all take and no give. She also reminded me of one of the reasons I retired from counseling. My brain, and heart, were overloaded with selfish folks like Becca who believed they were entitled to a charmed life, when even the best of us get our share of pain and disappointment. Who first told the lie that life had to be fair, and good girls and boys always win a prize? Sorry, if we live long enough, we should know better. I think whoever figured out that goodness has its own rewards was wise, and knew that sometimes that reward is all we get. And that’s fine with me. I think the system works because it’s what we do with our pain and disappointment that either brings us to the circle of grace or leaves us outside looking in.

“Good grief!” I said aloud, and shook my head to clear away the preaching. “Just listen to you. Go start yourself a church, or get your mind back on track. And whatever you do, stop talking to yourself. Hormones. Got to be hormones.” Checking the car in the lane beside me to see if the driver was giving me a wary look for carrying on a conversation with myself, I was relieved to see he was so occupied on his cell phone, I could be buck-naked singing the Star Spangled Banner and he would not notice.

At the forked split of Peachtree and Roswell Roads, I decided to continue north on Peachtree to the commercial district of Chamblee and pay a visit to Garland’s wife. Not that Aileen and I were close friends; this wasn’t a social call. As an ex-reporter and now the darling of the local television talk show venues, I hoped Aileen Wang’s research department could answer some questions for me. Garland’s case seemed to be tumbling into his lap, a done deal, as he says; but regardless of what was to happen with Becca and Paul, and the lucrative Tournay trust, it was Stella Tournay’s face that haunted me, and now I knew that it was her death that drew me back to Atlanta.

As I parked in front of WQQX’s converted warehouse turned television studio on New Peachtree Road, I contemplated leaving another message for Garland, then decided against it. He would call me when I rolled back around to his priority list. Instead, I cracked the windows for the feline cargo in the rear of my Subaru and headed for Aileen’s private kingdom in tele-land. This was not my first trip to WQQX so I knew how to quietly let myself into the semi-darkness of the studio, with its complicated maze of moveable partition walls defining production areas, bell jar sealed sound rooms along the outside perimeter, and lifelines of wires and cables snaking along the floor and coiling overhead. I could not conceive how any of this madness culminated with the magic of sound and pictures on my television set.

Aileen’s assistant, the 5th Avenue stylish Barkley, who today was tres chic in a black silk dress shirt, open at the neck and paired with soft cream gabardines, noticed me wandering into the periphery of the late afternoon taping. With a black loose-leaf notebook, crammed to overflow with papers, balanced on his right hip, he waved a ballpoint pen towards me in a commanding sweep, and then lowered red tortoise shelled glasses a bit farther down his perfect pointy nose to stare at me with a frown. I could tell he was thinking I was the proverbial picture of a frumpy old broad in my shapeless dress and jacket. And, Barkley was right. I was definitely not dressed well enough for a visit to the world of the beautiful people. His face softened when he recognized me, and we waved to each other as I tried to decipher his hand gesture. Then with a tilt of his duo-toned blond and black spiked head, and a flick of long fingers attached to the most elegant hands I’d ever seen on a man, he motioned again. I finally understood he was directing me back to Aileen’s personal office, a space as unaffected and spare as Garland’s beehive of carved mahogany office suites was plush.

Once alone in the office, I moved around Aileen’s desk—a semi-circular stainless steel affair with a glass top thick enough for Fred Astaire to dance on—to the floor to ceiling corner windows and a view of the busy iron highway stretching out not two hundred feet beyond. Now a connective point for the Norfolk Southern Railroad, this freight rail yard has bisected the city of Chamblee’s business district since the early part of the twentieth century. During World War I and II, thousands of troops moved in and out from Chamblee, either bound for war, or returning as wounded soldiers. Today, a battalion of blue and gold CSX diesel engines pushed and pulled back and forth on convergent tracks, connecting flat cars stacked high with tractor trailer boxes containing everything from automobiles to orange juice. I remembered Aileen once told me being an intimate spectator to the power of these mighty metal giants was an unmatchable thrill, and that she had her most creative ideas while standing at these windows.

“The railroad made us what we are, Promise,” she’d whispered, as though telling me a secret, “and one day, you will see, they will redeem us.” I have no idea what we were to be redeemed from, yet you have to pause in awe at a grown woman who so loves trains. That being said, I had a suspicion any show of raw power was a thrill for Aileen, whether it originated with trains or not. Scrutinizing the ten or so locomotives working along the rail, I chose my own iron hero and followed his slow grinding and methodical pressing forward, then reversing, as he connected to a chain of rust red boxcars and open flat beds, and awaited my five minutes with Atlanta’s most popular talk show host, for a five minute audience was the message Barkley’s gracile hands signaled I would get.

I was considering Barkley’s hands and how whenever I saw them I thought of a Balinese dancer striking pose after pose with similar emotional finesse, and wondered if he practiced those hand signals in private before a mirror, when the office door opened and Aileen breezed in with a flourish. The only accompaniment missing from her entrance was a drum roll. Barkley trailed behind, furiously taking notes on a clipboard. “No!” she answered to a question I’d not heard, “Tell the bastard I will not edit his interview. He knew my rules when he agreed to do my show, and it is my show, so I make the rules. Truly, I hate those cry baby types.”

“Should I tell the Senator you make the rules and you hate cry babies?” Barkley quipped as he wrote.

Aileen reacted to Barkley with all the charm of a Cobra. “Only if you want to be unemployed. You know what to tell him …just make nice. You’re good at the smoothie stuff, Barkley, and you know it. That’s why I pay you way more than you are worth. Just get rid of him. I don’t care who he is; he is a bore and I’m not talking to him again.” In her three steps to join me at the windows, Aileen was a changed woman: calm, sweet and docile. “Hello, Promise. It’s so wonderful to see you.” She greeted me with a warm smile and kissed me lightly on the cheek. “How are you? Garland didn’t tell me you were in town. Of course, Garland tells me nothing, so what should I expect?”

She smelled of a delicious perfume, part sandalwood, and a hint of sweet and mysterious. I would bet that fragrance alone was enough to disarm most of her male, or female, guests; but make no mistake; Aileen was much more than a fragrance. Even though she was petite, hardly five feet tall, she gathered a room of people around her like a sea goddess drawing in her nets. That talent for commanding attention, paired with combative green eyes and sable black hair, made Aileen seem always to be the tallest person in the room. I noticed she had a new hairstyle, very nice, parted high to one side and blunt cut at a forward angle at her ears: two hundred dollars at a Buckhead salon, no doubt. I made a mental note, again, to find somewhere to get my hair done, tomorrow. There had to be someone talented in North Carolina for less than Buckhead prices. I’d ask Susan. I returned Aileen’s smile and hugged her. She and Garland sparred like dueling partners most of the time, and somebody always got nicked in the battle, yet I cautiously admired Aileen. She was successful, tough, focused, and tenacious, if not tactful. I admired the successful, tough, focused and tenacious parts. I, myself, am always more tactful than I want to be, owing I believe to my mother’s insistence that politeness is the most important virtue, next to cleanliness. “I am fine, Aileen. You look stunning, as usual. Thank you for seeing me without an appointment. I know Garland says you won’t even see him without an appointment.”

“Oh pooh, that’s just Garland. I like you better than him. And besides, after you helped me so much with Sara during those terrible times, I would keep the President waiting to see you. What can I do for you? You look like a lady on a mission.”

“Well, actually I am. I’m doing a small job for Garland and need some information about a death in the 1950’s. I wondered if you had access to any newspapers or county records from back then?”

“Do we have access? Honey, you would not believe what we can get from the Internet.” Aileen struck a confident pose with both hands at her hips and winked at me. “Use my computer in here. Barkley can help you, and get you online with our passwords. Just don’t tell anyone about the sites you access, not even Garland; some are, shall we say, somewhat restricted. I’d stay and help you myself, except I’m just taking a potty break from an interview with one of our esteemed city councilmen. I’m about to ask him why lingerie purchases from Victoria’s Secret showed up on his city issued credit card statement, unless, of course, he planned to wear the items to council meetings.” She assumed a satisfied predator’s smile. Poor guy. He was thrashed wheat and just didn’t know it yet. “Gotta run. Call me tomorrow if you need anything else. We don’t tape tomorrow, so I’ll have time to chat.” With that, Aileen was gone, leaving behind the smell of fine perfume and triumph in the air.

I sighed. “When I grow up, I want to be Aileen.”

Barkley smirked. “Well, yes, you and half of Atlanta,” he shot back. “The other half wants to kill her!”

I knew that was probably true. Aileen had journalistically attacked just about everybody in Atlanta worth attacking, and her viewers loved her for it. In five minutes Barkley had me logged onto Aileen’s PC and into an archive of the Atlanta Journal and Constitution newspaper articles and I began my search for clues. Remembering Garland said he thought Stella Tournay died in the fall of 1957, and based on my past experience with Garland’s steel-trap memory for those things he wishes to retain, I started scanning newspaper articles from late August of that year. Bingo. I found what I was looking for on the front page of the September fourth edition, below a story of the Arkansas National Guard, bayonets raised in the photograph, following Governor Faubus’ orders to block nine black students from entering a Little Rock high school. The children looked terrified, the guardsmen determined. Oh, what sad times those were. Running below the fold, the local reporter’s account of Stella’s death took up one and a half columns and carried an old debutante photograph of the deceased.

After the usual basic facts of Stella’s birth, education, and marriage, as well as her family’s pedigree and a brief list of family real estate holdings in Atlanta, the reporter quoted her husband, Paul Tournay, a local art professor. Tourney had told the reporter he returned home late the night before, with their daughter, Becca, and found Mrs. Tournay absent from the house. The front door was not locked and there was no sign of a struggle. When Tournay failed to locate his wife at any of her friends or relatives, he notified the Atlanta police. Tournay offered no further information in the article. The Sergeant assigned to the case reported the yard was muddy from recent rains; yet no footprints were found leading away from the house to indicate Mrs. Tournay had left. Upon searching the area around nearby Howell Creek, police found Mrs. Tournay’s body hanging from an oak branch. She was wearing a white sundress and one unlaced tennis shoe. Ben Atkins, a ten year veteran of Fulton County’s medical examiners office, surmised Mrs. Tournay could have committed suicide; though more likely she was already dead when she was suspended in the oak tree. Atlanta police speculated Mrs. Tournay was walking down by the creek when an assailant attacked and strangled her. The reporter further noted the creek area where Mrs. Tournay was found adjoined her affluent Buckhead neighborhood.

I scanned forward for other information on Stella’s death. A subsequent article confirmed foul play by strangulation and that police were interviewing Atlanta city workers who were repaving a road in the area on the day of the murder. The medical examiner volunteered Mrs. Tournay sustained two broken ribs at her death. Two weeks later, another article cited interviews with Stella’s parents who were irate that no progress had been made in finding their daughter’s killer. The parents stated their daughter’s ring, a diamond and ruby wedding band, was missing from her person. In this later article, the reporter wrote Professor Tournay refused to make further comments; although police sources confirmed he had been questioned, and his statement of being with a student earlier on the night of the murder was verified. The student, a female, whose name police declined to reveal, was said to be taking private painting lessons from Tournay. A third report, in October, had Stella’s parents, Mr. and Mrs. Bennett, calling for further investigation of Paul Tournay and his “so called alibi.” Paul Tournay was still not available for comment.

I reviewed the three articles and wondered why no details were given about the time of Stella’s death. Surely that piece of information would either implicate Paul Tournay, or not. Perhaps, I pondered, it wasn’t possible to narrow down a time of death to within a couple of hours. Regretting I didn’t know a forensics person like Dr. Kay Scarpetta to call about determining the time of death, I scanned forward to a fourth article in November. This time Stella’s death warranted one paragraph and simply stated there were still no suspects in her murder, and that Paul Tournay had been questioned several times and was not being held by police.

Interesting that the newspaper archives search revealed Stella had suffered two broken ribs when she died. Since she was strangled, how were the ribs broken? The newspaper accounts said nothing about her body showing signs of a struggle. Would the killer have overpowered her by striking her in the chest, and then strangled her? No, that didn’t make sense. Perhaps he broke the ribs lifting her out on the oak branch. That was also highly unlikely. The oak branch raised another question. If you had just strangled a woman, why would you stay around long enough to hang her out over the creek from an oak limb? And what about sexual assault? The newspapers said nothing about rape. Was rape not a subject reported in 1957? Or was it not reported if your parents were Chandless and Bennetts? Oh, Stella, Stella, what are you trying to tell me?

A second website got me into photocopied death certificates and medical examiners reports. Stella’s death certificate contained the usual information of her birth date and maiden name. Cause of death was listed as heart failure. Well, that is interesting, I mused, I guess we all ultimately die of heart failure. No other information was available since the medical examiner’s reports prior to 1977 were not logged on line. I tried a couple of other ideas by cross referencing Paul Tournay and found only a short book review of his one commercial publication on Carolingian art. A review complimented the effort to “shine a brilliant light on the genius of this much neglected period of history,” and applauded the excellent color plates of representative works. Even with those kind accolades, I doubted the book made five million dollars to establish a trust. Out of curiosity, I clicked over to Amazon and ordered a used copy of the small out of print volume from an outlet in Charlotte, at seventeen-ninety plus extra for overnight shipping.

Questioning how all this information related to either my dream, or the Tournay trust, I sat at Aileen’s desk for a few minutes thinking about Stella and Paul Tournay. I made a list in my head. They met in Paris, survived the occupation together, he an art student and teacher, she a rebellious debutante turned dancer. When they returned to Atlanta married, they built a house and glided into the well-to-do Buckhead society of her heritage. He teaches, she—what did she do? No mention of a job—not unusual since in the late fifties well to do women usually didn’t work. They had a daughter, the lovely Becca; they had friends. Nice life. Maybe. Maybe not. I knew there was something else, something below the façade. Stella had pointed me to it in the dream; I just didn’t see it yet. Yes, my dream. I closed my eyes and went back to the dream. At first she was wearing ballet slippers, then not. The newspaper article said she was found with only one tennis shoe. What happened to the other shoe? And the one shoe, in my dream it was clean, no mud. If she had walked to the creek and been killed there, her shoes would be muddy, or at least dirty, from the walk. Stella must have been killed at the house. Then, if that were true, where were the murder’s footprints, left behind when he carried her through the damp yard? And why would the killer not just leave her at the house and run? Why go to the trouble to carry her to the creek? Tournay told the police the house had not been ransacked. The only thing missing was Stella’s diamond and ruby wedding ring, which she was probably wearing. Doesn’t sound like a very astute burglar. My ringing cell phone interrupted. Garland.

“Hey, Sugar. You on your way back to the mountains?”

“Not yet, and don’t call me Sugar, Garland. If you have a minute, let me fill you in on my visit with Paul Tournay.”

Leaving out the salient parts about curry chicken salad, dramatic exiting lovers, and cats in a laundry basket in my Subaru, I recounted my impressions of Paulie and dropped the present in Garland’s lap that he was willing to sign the trust over to Becca, if he got the Bennett Trace house. I reported I had seen what appeared to be a valid warranty deed on the house from Tournay Sr. to Paulie, dated long before he died. I didn’t mention the deed wasn’t recorded.

Garland sounded pleased. “Terrific. Well done, Promise. So all I have to do is convince Becca not to make waves about the house. Then, I can look forward to keeping her retainer and not suffering through a long court case with her. I love this plan! We can have the witch from hell on her way back to Columbia by the weekend.”

“Well, maybe.”

“What do you mean, ‘well maybe?’ Sounds great to me. Paulie gets the house; Becca gets the five million. I make my fee. What’s wrong with that plan?”

I hesitated. “Umm.” Gathering my purse and notebook, waving goodbye to Barkley, and easing quietly out of WQQX, I considered my answer. I didn’t want to go into my dream of Stella, though I felt the case was not as settled as Garland wished. My sense of being at the beginning of the book, and not the end, was too uncomfortable to ignore.

“What is it, Promise? I know you. I can hear your mind churning. What are you thinking? Do we have a problem you haven’t told me about? I don’t like this client well enough to look for other problems.”

Now that I was outside I could speak more freely. “Well, for one thing: I don’t think Paul sent the doll to Becca. If not him, then who? I know there is something else going on here, I’m just not sure what, yet. But I do know it has to do with Stella Tournay’s murder. Plus, where did the five million come from? Paul doesn’t know. He was genuinely surprised at the amount of his grandfather’s trust.”

Garland was silent, thinking, I supposed. I let myself into my car, did a quick check on the cat family, and made a mental note to find a grocery store, cat food, water bowl, litter box, litter, and cute little furry toys that jingle when they are batted around the floor. Oh, Lord, I thought for the second time, what was I thinking adopting three cats? I haven’t been tied down with pets in years. Forget the furry toys; what I need is a haircut and to have my hormones checked. “Garland, you still there?”

He cleared his throat and replied slowly, as though working out the details in his head as he went along. “I don’t really see how any of that is our problem. Stella Tournay has been dead for over fifty years. And who cares where the ugly doll came from, so long as our client wins? And who cares where the money in the trust came from? That’s not our business. Becca brought me copies of the trust records. The boxes are here in my office, and I went through them to make sure there was actually enough money to litigate about. The administrator is a reputable attorney in Columbia, South Carolina. The assets are real and kicking. What else do I need to know?”

I don’t know what else I expected from Garland, my Knight of Swords. The man is, if nothing else, practical. “Nothing, I guess,” I replied, unconvinced, “It’s just that unfinished business from the past always seems to come around again for resolution. Have you ever noticed that, Garland?”

“Yeah well, we are talking about a trust here, Promise, not one of your unhappy clients looking to shed some guilt about fucking her husband’s best friend. Just go on home. You’ve done a great job, as usual. And you did it in one day, instead of two or three. I’m proud of you. I’ll tell you what. I’ll get Paige to send you a check for two days anyway. How about that? I’ll call you after I talk to Ms. Becca and tell you what she says about Paul keeping the house.”

Garland hung up and I was left sitting in my car wondering why he was so anxious to pay me for a day I didn’t earn. Not at all like Garland Wang, the same guy who adds up the lunch check every time in his head to make sure the waitress doesn’t over charge. It occurred to me there was another name I wanted to check out on Aileen’s computer, however, I was reluctant to go back inside the studio and ask Barkley for help again. Instead, I called Susan.

“Granny’s. How can I help you?”

“Hey, it’s Promise. Are you having a good day?”

“Hey, Miz P. Actually, we are busy today. I think some early leaf lookers are in town. And you know, you were asking me about Fletcher Enloe this morning? Well, I was thinking, maybe we could offer free delivery for some of the old folks like him around here. I could drop a few orders off after the store closes. It might mean a lot to some folks who have trouble getting out. What do you think?”

Susan, bless her heart. Sometimes I think she is more invested in Granny’s than I am. I hated to think how much more difficult my life would be if she were not there. “I like your idea. I could deliver too. It would give me a chance to meet more of my neighbors. When I get back let’s work out the details.”

“Great. Hold on a second. I gotta ring up somebody.”

I could hear her in the background now. “Five seventy-three, please. Yes, Sir, just stay on this road, highway twenty eight north, and look for the sign on the right, about three miles. You can’t miss it.” Susan picked up the phone and continued. “It seems like everybody today needs directions. I feel like asking them didn’t they see the chamber of commerce building when they came through town. Hey, maybe we should start carrying maps for sale. How was your meeting with Mr. Wang? Are you going to be able to make him a happy camper?”

Trying to condense the forty-two different directions my mind was traveling on the road to Garland being a ‘happy camper’ seemed too difficult, as tired and frustrated as I felt at the moment. I opted to give Susan the details later. “Well, probably, I guess. There are a few loose ends that are bothering me, though. That’s where I need your help. When you get home could you look something up on the Internet for me? I haven’t gotten satellite service at my house yet, so no internet.”

“Well sure, Miz P. I don’t mind to.”

Now I was confused. Her reply, ‘don’t mind to,’ was another one of those mysterious mountain idioms. Was that a yes, or no? “Susan, does that mean you will do it?”

“Well, yeah, Miz P., that’s what I just said.”

“Okay, thanks. Have you got a pen?”

“Oh crap, here comes Luther Goss. I’m just going to put the phone down here on the counter till I see what he wants.” I was clueless as to who this Luther Goss person was, and had no choice other than to wait, and listen to Susan’s conversation. A male voice said something not understandable in an unmistakable hillbilly twang, and then Susan’s voice bellowed through the phone. “I done told you about a hundred times, Pinky, the Goddard twins sold out. We don’t sell what you are looking to buy. Just go on home and sober up?”

Goss yelled, “I mean it woman, get on back there to where they keep the good stuff and bring me a bag, or I swear to God, I’ll kill you dead!”

The next sound I heard was a loud whack, like a walnut being cracked, then a scream, and the male voice. “Shit! You done broke my fingers. I’m gonna sue your ass!”

“Go ahead, sue. I don’t care if you do. You come around here again making threats and I’ll break more than your sorry lazy fingers. Now get the hell out of here. I told you, we are out of the homegrown business.” There was a pause, and then Susan spoke again. Her voice was calmer. “You pitiful fool. You know I’ll call Sheriff Mac as soon as you walk out that door.”

I heard the bell on the store’s front door jingle and Susan pick up the phone. Her voice was a lot more composed than I felt, just listening to the exchange between her and the Goss person. “Can you believe that Luther Goss? Comes in here drunk trying to threaten me with a stupid Wal-Mart water pistol. He must think I am about as dumb as a dirt pile, or one of his….”

“Susan, Susan,” I interrupted. “What happened? What was that cracking noise? Are you hurt?”

“I’m fine. Just let me take a couple of deep breaths.” She exhaled into my ear. “I’m just royally pissed at Pinky.” I counted three more audible breaths, and she continued. “Well, what happen was, Luther, aka Pinky, Goss– who was nicknamed Pinky in high school for reasons we do not want to go into right now, or ever, because I can assure you I have never seen, nor do I ever want to see, any of his hidden body parts—just stumbled in here insisting I sell him some pot. I tried to tell him those days are over. Fool’s all tanked up—pulled a little plastic pistol out of his jacket pocket and waved it in my face. I’m sure not going to put up with that crap, especially not from Pinky Goss, of all people. That’s why I have a sawed off baseball bat under the counter. I knocked the pistol out of his hand. Well,” she hesitated and reconsidered, “actually, I wracked him across the knuckles and he dropped the gun. I don’t think I broke any bones.”

“A baseball bat? Good grief, I heard him holler. Has he left the parking lot? You need to call the Sheriff, in case Goss comes back.”

Even though I couldn’t appreciate the humor in the situation, Susan’s explosion of deep-throated infectious laughter made me want to laugh along with her. “Pinky won’t come back. The fool sashayed over to the cooler on his way out the door and snagged a six-pack of Budweiser. I can see him from the front window, he’s pedaling down the road with the beer in the basket of his bike.”

“Susan, are you telling me this Goss person came to Granny’s to buy pot, armed with a water pistol, and then made his getaway on a bicycle?”

“Yeah, he’s riding off down the road on an old junker American Flyer. That’s cause he keeps losing his drivers’ license to drunk driving charges. It’s really kind of sad, when you think about it. His Mamma worked like a mule all those years at the mill to raise those boys, and look at what she got for her misery. Not one of the three is worth a ripped umbrella in the rain. Lord, you just never know about kids, do you Miz P?”

True enough, but I was still concerned Goss may come back. “Susan, shouldn’t you call the sheriff about Goss’s threat to kill you, and about him stealing the beer?” Susan didn’t answer. “Are you still there?”

“Yes Ma’am I’m here. I was just thinking. Maybe we should let him alone so he’ll run his mouth to all his worthless friends. If he’s not in jail, the word might get around faster that the Goddard twins’ side business is over. Two or three of those no-account guys have come in lately, hanging around looking suspicious, acting like they are about to ask for the extra special cornflakes.”

“Umm,” I considered Susan’s logic. “I think you are right. Just promise me that if any of them come around again and even hints of trouble, call the sheriff. I don’t want you getting hurt trying to fight off a bunch of dopers with a ball bat.”

“Don’t worry, Miz P., I may be country, but I’m smart enough to know my limits.”

“Good girl. Now back to what I called about. Write this down. I need you to Google someone for me. The name is Boo Turner; he’s a musician, or was. If he were still alive he would be an old man by now, maybe in his eighties. Boo Turner. You got it?”

“I got it. You want me to call you at home later tonight with the information?”

It was six-fifteen, and all I saw was bumper-to-bumper Atlanta traffic in my rear view mirror. “No. I think I’ll stop and spend the night at my son’s house in Dahlonega. That’s only about thirty miles north of here. I’m too tired to drive back tonight. I’ll call you later this evening. Lock up and go home. You’ve had enough of Granny’s for the day. And Susan, thank you for everything you do.”
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“Truth is like the sun. You can shut it out for a time, but it ain’t going away.” …Elvis Presley

6.
 

Night moored peacefully in the North Georgia valleys by the time I drove from Atlanta to Dahlonega; but higher mountain slopes, visible in the near distance, held fast the purple and pink of disappearing day, like a lover unwilling to release a kiss. Early settlers, ravenous for newly discovered gold, called these hills, sown tight with pine, dogwood, and oak, the promised land when their greed expelled the Cherokee off the landscape during the 1830’s. Today, the gold was in the land itself. Cows grazed tentatively beside multimillion dollar golf courses, and upscale retirement communities marched up the hills along the highway leading into town. How long would it be before the cows went the way of the Cherokee?

Even though I was hungry, I didn’t want to stop again after my hurried shopping for cat family supplies at the Kroger, just south of Dahlonega. Besides, I hoped my son, Luke, would be home and we could have dinner together. I could make home cooked biscuits, bacon, and cheese grits. His favorites. My mouth watered.

Once I crossed the Chestatee River Bridge into Dahlonega and snaked up Crown Mountain to drop down into the town proper, I tried a third time to call Luke. His home phone rolled immediately to voice mail. Knowing his job with Acadia Oil required traveling, I tried to remember if he’d called to tell me he would be gone on another extended trip. Surely, I wouldn’t forget something as important as that. Of course, Luke was a grown man and certainly didn’t have to check with Mamma to leave town. Still, I worried. I’m a mother, what else do we do? By the time I listened to Luke’s voice mail message repeat itself, I was through the town square, past the Gold Museum celebrating the 1828 gold rush, and passing North Georgia College and State University. I quickly turned left into the horseshoe at front campus and parked to rummage in my purse for Luke’s new cell phone number. Why he gave up his old number with the four zero four exchange, I had no idea. This new one carried an exchange I didn’t recognize and was still not imprinted on my brain for recall. Probably Acadia Oil’s idea to consolidate costs.

Speaking of Acadia Oil, I wondered, not for the first time, why an oil company would recruit a double major in languages and psychology. Maybe because Luke was one of the few graduates having at least a passing command of Arabic? Well, perhaps it is a good thing, I mused. He certainly seems to make more money at Acadia than I ever made with psychology, doctorate and all.

Luke picked up on the second ring. “Yes?”

I was a little taken aback. Yes? What kind of hello for your mother was, yes? “Hey, Sweetheart. I’m headed to your house. Could I maybe spend the night? Are you going to be home later? I’ll cook if you are.”

“Mom. Uh…hey.” He hesitated. I imagined him raking thick, mahogany-colored hair from his forehead. Beautiful McNeal hair, Mamma always said, certainly not a Barnes trait from his father. “Well, uh, I’m…not there. I’m out of town. You know where the spare key is. Go on over. I’ll call you when I get stateside. Maybe sometime next week.” Luke sounded anxious and in a hurry to get me off the line.

“Are you okay?” A few seconds of silence. “Luke?”

“Sure, Mom, I’m fine. Just a little busy right now. No problem. You go on to the house and enjoy yourself. You know where everything is.”

Suddenly I remembered something. “Wait, don’t hang up yet. Do you still like jazz?”

“Mom, that is a truly weird question right now. Yes, I do. Why?”

“I just wondered if you recognize the name, Boo Turner?”

“Mom, is this a trivia contest? Or are you snooping around in something you don’t belong in, again?

“No, I am not. Are you laughing? I hear you laughing. I just need some information on Boo Turner, that’s all.”

“Mom, anybody who knows anything about the history of jazz knows Boo Turner. Why do you need to know about Boo Turner? Wait, don’t answer that question. I really don’t have time. But Mom, tell me there are no contraband cigarettes as part of this scenario.”

Why can’t everyone just forget about the highjackers and my car being peppered with bullets? After all, the guy was Garland’s client, not mine. I heard another male voice over the phone line.

“Let’s boogie, Bucko.”

Had I heard correctly? Bucko? “Luke, who is that?”

“Mom, I have to hang up now. When you get to the house, check some of those books Dad gave me the last time he moved, bookshelf to the right of the desk. I think you’ll find Boo Turner in one of them. And Mom, stay out of trouble. Okay? Love you.” The line was silent.

I did not like the way that conversation went. Being brushed off by my only son hurt. And who would call Luke “Bucko?” No, I didn’t like the conversation at all. But what could I do? I sighed and pitched the cell phone back into my purse, disappointed that I would not be seeing Luke, and wishing I’d gotten a frozen pizza at the grocery store. “Well girls,” I called to the cat family in the rear of the car, “I guess it’s a fish sandwich to go.” Pulling back into the main street, I headed for a local drive through and ordered fries and two sandwiches, one for me and one for Mamma cat. It had been a long day. She deserved a treat, and I deserved the comfort of French fries with lots of ketchup.

Later I sat in Luke’s study where everything seemed to be organized and filed away alphabetically. Not a piece of junk mail or stray paperclip left on the desk, no old magazines strewn on the floor, in fact, as I looked around, the whole house was too neat, even for me. What was this? Susan was right. Who knows how kids will turn out? Luke was such a slob as a teen that I regularly discovered black banana peels and glasses of liquids spontaneously growing penicillin beneath his bed. Look at him now. His house didn’t look as though a person really lived there, maybe stopped by occasionally for a change of underwear, but no sign of a person nesting in and being at home. Work must be consuming too much of Luke’s life. I made a mental note to have a long talk with him.

In thinking back over the past five years, much had changed for my son, in addition to buying this house. He was now a very grownup man, not a freshly graduated star student of the University of Georgia. He had responsibilities today not dreamed of five years ago, and flew all over the world for Acadian Oil… with someone who was calling him Bucko, of all things. What was that all about? My mother radar detected a worrisome pattern on the screen that I couldn’t identify. I yawned and told myself I could spend the rest of the night worrying about Luke, to no avail. Better force myself back to the question I’d called Luke about—who was Boo Turner? Once I answered that, maybe I’d know what Turner had to do with my uneasy feeling about Stella Tournay’s death? Another question kept pecking at me—what did a jazz musician and an art professor have in common that would keep them friends for so many years?

Luke was correct. When I checked the bookshelf beside his desk, there were several books about jazz mixed among those he “inherited” from his dad when my ex-husband shed wife number three and lived for a short time aboard his sailboat, the Mambo Mamma. I pulled the three most promising looking titles from the shelf and tried to relax into the desk chair to read. What a stupid name for a sailboat, I thought, Mambo Mamma. Buried anger at the sheer immaturity of the man I thought, at one time, was the end all and be all of my young existence, soured my stomach. I had been divorced from Randall Barnes much longer than I had been married to him, but how could I not be angry all over again when his eight by ten glossy photograph, with a tanned arm draped across the shoulder of wife number four, stared at me from the top of Luke’s desk. What a jerk! Fatigue was winding me up like a toddler with a pound of chocolate in his tummy. Look at that girl! She is probably the same age as Luke. I suddenly realized the man’s wives are getting younger, thinner, and blonder with each one. Pretty soon, by wife number six, they would be baby, anorexic, flaxen-haired specters. Too spooky! What a waste! May he choke on a peach pit. I turned the photograph face down.

How unlike my mother, the beautiful Rose Marie Fitzgerald McNeal, I am. Once I asked her how she could love my father after so many betrayals and disappointments. She replied, “Oh, Honey, when you love a man and he gives you all he has to give, there isn’t any more. How can you blame him for that?” How? Where should I start? I opened the top drawer of the desk, raked my ex’s photograph into the dark recess, and closed it securely.

This is the same mother who told me, while in a less charitable mood, the story of my name. It would seem my father spent much of his time, when he was sober enough to do so, chasing the one ‘big’ poker game, the value of which, according to him, would rival today’s Georgia lottery winnings. On the day I was born, he was in a game in Ocilla, Florida, a very long way from Atlanta, Georgia, where my mother was in labor. Somehow they connected by phone and she extracted a tearful promise from him that this game would be his last. As a reminder of his oath, my parents named me Promise Fitzgerald McNeal. My father broke his promise countless times over the years, and my mother forgave him each and every time. I came to accept his indifferent attitude towards fatherhood, but forgiveness still eludes me. Right is right and wrong is wrong.

My mind segued back to my ex-husband. Sure I blamed him for lacking loyalty, and not loving me as much as he loved himself; though I think the reason I finally divorced him was I just couldn’t endure the unhappiness of always coming up short-handed with him. Randall Barnes just wasn’t worth it. No man is, to me. I’d rather have nothing than the rollercoaster my mother rode for over forty-five years. I glanced over at Mamma Cat, snug and warm in her basket by the heat vent in the corner, just to see if she had an opinion on the matter. I took her loud purr and half shut eyes as a gentle suggestion that I was wallowing like a muddy pig in a deep hole of self-pity. Enough nostalgia. I needed to get back to work. Back to Boo Turner and the connection I could feel, though not yet see, between him and Stella Tournay’s death.

Of Luke’s three Jazz books, the second I opened contained the most extensive information on Boo Turner: born Solomon Beaumont Turner on St. Helena Island, on the coast South Carolina, in nineteen twenty-two. He was nicknamed “Boo” by his grandmother Turner, whose family had lived on St. Helena since the 1700’s, first working the rice plantations as slaves, and then as fishermen, when slavery ended. Turner expressed no love of the sea, or fishing, and left home at sixteen to follow a dream of playing cornet. After drifting for couple of years around the clubs of New Orleans, at age eighteen, the successful jazz group, “Night Jazz Train” hired him. The article did not say how or when a fisherman’s son from rural South Carolina came to learn the cornet, or to own one, only that beginning in nineteen-forty, Boo Turner toured England and Europe with “Train” where he was billed as the “second” Louis Armstrong, even though, by that time, Armstrong had traded the cornet for his signature trumpet.

The article went on to list locations Turner appeared and the accolades he received from critics and peers for the unique easy swing style he coaxed from the cornet. He was paired in several critiques with jazz giants Louis Armstrong and Miles Davis. The writer noted Boo Turner was cheated of similar stardom by the fact that he left the band in nineteen forty two when the United States entered the second world war, and Jazz Train returned to America. Turner remained in Europe during, and after, the war, thus perhaps missing his window of opportunity for major success in the U.S. He launched an American tour with his own group, The Blue Notes, in nineteen fifty-one. However, American jazz culture seemed to have had only enough room for a limited number of stellar personalities of his genre, and Boo Turner’s name never made it into the commercial universal mind. He finished out his career crisscrossing the Atlantic, and touring the United States and Canada in an endless string of short engagements, shows, and festivals. In nineteen sixty-two he was awarded the prestigious French prize, “Animer,” for his contribution to the jazz art form. Turner’s last appearance noted by the writer was a retrospective of the fifties, when he briefly came out of retirement for the nineteen-eighty New Port Jazz Festival. In closing, the writer opined “all of jazz owes a debt to Turner for the nuances in warm mellow tones he lured from his instrument.”

I sat for a moment holding the closed book and thinking. Well, that was interesting. But what did I learn about Stella? The article confirmed Turner was probably in France at the same time as Stella and Paul Tournay. They could have met there—at best a tenuous connection. He was born in South Carolina in nineteen twenty-two, the book was printed in nineteen ninety-one. I had no idea if Turner was dead or alive. I opened the book again and flipped back to the beginning. The article said Turner was born on St. Helena’s Island. I recalled St. Helena’s as one of the Sea Islands near Charleston and Beaufort, South Carolina. Becca said the awful doll was shipped from Charleston.

Something niggled at the back of my mind. Why was St. Helena so familiar? What else is St. Helena known for, besides Boo Turner? I tried to reach back into my memory for something I knew about St. Helena, though I was sure I had never visited the island. In all the trips I’d made to the Charleston area my route had pretty much remained the same: enjoy the beach at Mt. Pleasant, walk around the old town to gawk at historical homes along the Battery and pricy antiques I could not afford, eat massive amounts of local seafood, and cruise through the open air shops at the downtown Charleston Market for local art and crafts.

The Market, yes that was it. I’d seen sweetgrass baskets of all sizes and shapes woven by local artists at the Market, Gullah artists: men and women retaining a culture handed down from West African slaves brought to South Carolina to work the rice, indigo and cotton plantations along the coast. And, if my memory served me correctly, St. Helena was one of the places still inhabited by Gullah descendants. So, Boo Turner was possibly Gullah. How interesting. But how does that relate to Stella? Was Boo Turner’s birthplace and the origination of the doll a coincidence? I thought not. In my opinion, coincidences are, well, hardly ever coincidental. Though even if the two were connected, even if Turner were still alive and living back on St. Helena, why would he want to threaten Becca by sending the doll? The man would be over eighty years old by now. Sending voodoo dolls hardly seemed a likely pastime of the elderly. Besides, the doll didn’t even really have the originality of a West African voodoo doll. Not that I was on a first name basis with many voodoo dolls, but this one was more like a baby doll from the forties, made to look like Becca with the recognizable pink suit. Not very scary really, once you got past the crushed in face—sort of a wannabe voodoo thing. You certainly didn’t need to be a card carrying Gullah descendant to buy an old doll like that at a thousand flea markets around Charleston, or Atlanta, for that matter. Still, the Becca doll was shipped from Charleston.

My mind was following a maze of disjointed thoughts, and whenever it turned a corner, I saw Stella Tournay hanging by a rope over Howell Creek. I felt in my bones Boo Turner knew something about, or had something to do with, her murder. I retrieved a yellow pad from my briefcase and began to organize what I knew. Filling one side of the page with information didn’t help with any conclusions. Next I drew one circle with Stella inside, another her grandson, another with Becca, one with Paul, Stella’s husband, and another with Boo Turner. Maybe, I considered, Stella’s death and Turner are connected; but the trust is another matter entirely, not related to Stella. After all, there wasn’t even a trust when Stella was killed, or when they probably knew each other during the war. The nagging question was the source of the trust. Had Tournay gotten lucky with the stock market? He certainly didn’t accumulate five million dollars by teaching at USC in Columbia; and it didn’t come from Stella’s family, since they suspected him in Stella’s death. Further more, I doubted the money came from Tournay’s family in France, because if they had money, Tournay would have run with it before the Germans occupied Paris. Ah, the Nazis. What a shameful gang of miscreants they were. My mind went round and round with possibilities.

I studied my circles again, trying to focus on one issue at a time. Stella’s death was what had drawn me back to Atlanta, and it was the mystery of her death that I felt compelled to solve. I thought about what Sherlock Holmes might do under the circumstances. What would he tell Watson? He would probably say to stick with who had opportunity and the means to commit the crime, rule out the impossible and what is left, no matter how improbable it may be, is the solution. That advice wasn’t much help since hundreds of people had the opportunity to enter the Tournay house that day and kill Stella; after all, it was a hot summer day, no air conditioning, she had the windows and doors open…and even though the newspaper articles reported there was no sign of a struggle at the house, I knew in my gut she was killed there and moved to the creek.

Looking again at the yellow pad of scribble, my circles screamed childish efforts and were less than helpful. I was in over my head and I knew it. I decided to focus on the more immediate issue of who sent Becca the quasi-voodoo doll. I could construct many more useful questions about the doll than Stella’s death. I turned to a fresh page and made a list of questions. Who knew Becca was in town, and at what hotel she could be found? If Turner were alive, could he know that? Who could tell him? If Turner doesn’t gain by Paul keeping the trust, who does? How about Mitchell Sanders? Paul told me Mitchell had asked him many times about the amount of the trust. Paul probably told him about his mother being in town. Could Mitchell have sent the doll? Another circle with Mitchell Sanders’ name inside was added to my pad. I needed to know what Paul and Mitchell fought about, why Paul had told him to leave. If Mitchell was trying to garner the trust for his own use, he probably would not have started an argument with Paul and stormed out of the house. That meant Paul must have initiated the confrontation with Sanders.

Just because I had nothing to lose, I picked up my cell phone and called Paul. It was only nine-thirty. He was an actor, a night person; surely he would be awake. Drawing a swastika on the pad while my phone made annoying traveling sounds of locating my party out there somewhere in the great beyond, I fished deep into my memory bag of college European history to Paris during the Nazi occupation. As I recalled, the French Vichy government considered their options and cooperated with the Germans, agreeing to pay an enormous per diem to finance the German war effort. Paris’ glitzy nightlife went on as before, with more Germans than Frenchmen as customers, while ordinary citizens stood hungry in long food lines. Ninety thousand French Jews were exterminated; corruption and black market commerce was the order of the day. Paul finally answered on the fifth ring. His hello sounded irritated. “Oh, Paul, hello, this is Dr. McNeal. I’m sorry, I must have caught you are a bad time. Should I ring back tomorrow?”

He cleared his throat a couple of times; making little choking noises as though he’d sucked a piece of dry peanut down the wrong way. Finally he spoke. “Dr. McNeal, yes, hello. Sorry. I mean no, no need to call back tomorrow. I was just on another call.” He paused, “…..with a friend. I’m finished now. It’s fine. Has something happened about my house? Don’t tell me you want to return the cats.”

“No, no,” I replied cheerfully. “Nothing like that.” I could easily guess the identity of that “friend” and threw out my baited line. “Mitchell trying to kiss and make up, is he?”

“Why Dr. McNeal,” he retorted sarcastically. “I do believe you must be psychic.”

I ignored his remark and trolled a little deeper. “Doesn’t sound as though you are ready to make up. Too early to forgive and forget?”

Paul jumped to the bait. “Pleaseeee! I will not do either for that man. Just let me tell you, today is Tuesday, right? Well, Sunday night, I stopped off at Lucky’s, down in midtown, with some actors from the theater for dinner—after a rehearsal mind you, I was working, not playing. One of the guys, Jack, came back from the men’s room and said to me, ever so catty-like, ‘Paul, leave that steak right where it is, you must take a potty break.’ I had no idea what he was talking about. So he gives me a nudge and says, ‘Go now. You will not believe it.’ Everyone at the table was looking at me, so what could I do except head towards the john. And who did I see, huddled off in a back booth, but Mitchell, head to head with some gorgeous lissome black girl with legs from Peachtree Street to heaven, and long hair all done up in those braid things with beads all twined through it. What are they called?”

“Corn rolls, or rows, I think. How do you know Mitchell wasn’t there on business, just as you were?”

“Business! Give me a break! I know when two people are lovers and when they are not. He was stroking her hand like it was a silk purse, for God’s sake. I have never been so humiliated in my life. Jack and everyone else at my table sat in utter silence when I came back and sat down.

“Anyway, I left the restaurant and came home. Mitchell came dragging in sometimes in the wee hours of the morning. I pretended I was asleep to give myself time to cool off. When I confronted him, he lied of course, at first, and then promised on his mother’s grave he didn’t care about that person and wouldn’t see her again. Can you believe that? On his mother’s grave! What a worthless pile of monkey pooh! We went round and round about it all day and last night. Finally, I told him to pack his things and leave. He still didn’t believe I was serious until this morning when I began packing for him. That’s when you arrived at the house. So no, in answer to your question, I am most certainly not going to forgive and forget. Do you know how humiliating it is to be cuckolded for a girl?”

I wanted to tell him that yes, I did know, but it was Paul’s time to whine and not mine. “Predictably, he is now calling crying like a baby. God, I hate when grown men cry. Wants us to move to San Francisco so we can get married. Can you believe that? I told him I wasn’t buying his sorrow, sorrow wasn’t enough, and besides I believe he just wants to come back because he smells Grandfather’s money. He even asked me tonight if you were over here about the trust, so I told him you and I talked about it, and I’m giving it to Mother. Then he hung up. Gold digger!” Winding down from his anger, Paul’s voice returned to his normal lower range. “If a girl thing is what he wants, then he needs to take his show somewhere else.” He finished sadly, “I mean really, what would you do?”

Poor Paul. I had a good idea of how he felt. I remembered when I had to face the reality of my ex’s infidelity I was so hurt I couldn’t even yell at him. All I could do was cry. Paul was silent on the other end of the line. He seemed to be waiting for an answer from me. For about two seconds I considered a professional counselor’s response, then thought, oh hell, I’m retired. So I said instead, “Sweetheart, been there, done that, and got the tee shirt to prove it. When I caught my ex-husband cheating, he actually tried to convince me it was really my problem because, as he maintained, men are not biologically designed to be monogamous.”

“Well, there’s a depressing observation.”

“Don’t believe that for a second. That was just his excuse for bad behavior. Men are, by and large, smarter than swans, for cripes sake, and swans mate for life. Believe me, Paul; you deserve someone better than Mitchell, that’s all. And no, I wouldn’t take him back either. When I finally stopped bawling, I kicked my ex’s butt out in the front yard, along with his clothes and precious collection of Jimmy Buffet tapes, and then filed for a divorce.”

By Paul’s subdued laugh, I could tell he didn’t envision mousey me kicking anybody’s butt. Course, I left out the part about me being depressed for six straight months after I threw Randall Barnes out. Paul certainly didn’t need that small bit of information. At least Paul knew now he wasn’t alone with his misery. Neither of us said anything for a few seconds.

“Well, thanks for letting me vent. You are a good person, Dr. McNeal. I think we will become friends, you and I.”

“I would be honored,”

“So, why did you call?”

Our conversation answered my questions about Mitchell, and earned him the top spot on my suspect list of doll senders, but I wasn’t ready to tell Paul what I suspected. “Right, well…” I floundered, trying to think of some excuse for my call other than to pry about Mitchell Sanders. Then I wondered who else might still be alive who would remember anything about Stella’s death. No one else seemed to be concerned about how and why she was murdered, not even Paul. Yet I couldn’t get it out of my mind. “I’ve been thinking about the Chandless-Bennett side of the family,” I said casually, “Can you think of anyone from that side who would want to frighten your mother by sending that awful doll? Anyone who might not want her to have control of the Tournay trust?”

“Why would any of them care about Grandfather’s money? They all had money of their own.”

“Yes, I see your point. Who do you know from your mother’s family?”

“Nobody really. It’s like I told you this afternoon. After Grandfather and Mother moved to Columbia, I don’t think the Bennetts or Chandlesses made any attempt to contact them. Maybe they were so upset about Grandmother they preferred to erase any remnants of her. It has always seemed strange to me. But what can I say? I have a strange family. I think Mother inherited some of the Chandless money when her grandmother died. I was a teenager then and Mother made a point of telling me she was going to start her own business and prove to Grandfather she was smarter than he thought she was. And of course, she has done well with her dance studios. I do admire her for that. Well, now that I think about it, there may be one Bennett left out there somewhere. I remember when I first moved back into Grandfather’s house, one of the neighbors mentioned she had gone to high school with Howell Bennett, a cousin of Grandmother’s, I believe. She said she’d heard he was a professor at Brenau College, and then asked me to give him her regards, if I ever saw him, which I didn’t. See him that is. I don’t know the man, or if what she said was true. Mother never mentioned any of them.”

“Okay,” I said, “It was just a thought. I know it’s late, Paul. I’ll let you go. Have a better night, and stand your ground with Mitchell. You really do deserve better. And by the way, I left my business card on our luncheon table in your living room; please call me if you need a friendly ear.”

I hung up, took a hot shower, and made a cup of Chamomile, thinking maybe the herb tea would calm my jumping bean mind down enough to sleep. I snuggled down on Luke’s sofa, wrapped in a wedding ring quilt I’d given him the year before… a motherly hint for him to find the right girl, get married, and produce me some grandchildren, and sipped the warm liquid. What to do next? Garland had made it plain he considered my job finished. Becca gets the money, Paul gets the house, and he gets a fat fee. Good solution for all, so why was I not satisfied? Maybe because I sensed Stella was calling me from my dream for reasons other than resolving who got the Tournay trust. What do you want from me, Stella? I’m only a middle-aged listener to other people’s pains. I don’t even solve their problems; I only show folks what they already know. The big secret is they heal themselves, you know. Mamma cat left her sleeping babies and jumped delicately up on the sofa to curl between my ankles. Even as skinny as she was, her warm body was a soothing comfort through the quilt, and we both nestled down into sleep.

During the night, I woke to the sound of Mamma cat crunching goodies from her food bowl and debated whether to leave the soft sofa cushions for Luke’s guest room bed. Before I finished the discussion in my head, I fell back asleep into a fitful Technicolor dream: I was a customer in a crowded noisy bar. From the small round table where I sat and sipped a bitter green drink, I watched a mime on stage—black tights and sweater, top hat, white gloves, and ghostly white painted face. He produced a bouquet of carnations from his hat, and then drew a long red scarf from the center of the white flowers. He pulled and pulled on the scarf; it grew longer and longer and began to dance in the air above me, curling around my head like a snake. I wanted to get away, but the crowd, wild with laughter, was so thick I couldn’t push my way through to freedom. I awoke thrashing about, twisted in the quilt, and grasping for air. Luke’s desk clock announced six-forty and I staggered into the kitchen to make coffee.
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“In the city of Brahman is a secret dwelling, the lotus of the heart.
Within this dwelling is a space
And within that space is the fulfillment of our desires.”
…Chandogya Upanishad

7.
 

Once I was awake enough to make a complete sentence, I called Susan. As promised, she had researched Boo Turner on the Internet. I listened to her report and scanned my notes from the night before. She had also learned Turner was born on St. Helena’s island, near Charleston, and that he seemed to be retired from performing.

“Hey, Miz P., you sound disappointed.”

“No, not with you. I appreciate you searching Boo Turner. It’s just that I found that information last night in a book here at Luke’s. I was hoping for something more recent.”

“Sure, I figured you might want to know what the old guy has been doing lately. Course, if I knew why you were looking for him it might be easier, and more interesting. Anyway, I also checked a web site that posts famous people’s death certificates. He wasn’t listed. Then I called Howard.”

“Howard? You mean Deputy Howard, good friend to the Goddard twins?”

“Yeah, the man of marginal scruples. Since he likes me I asked him to run Turner through his sheriff’s department computer to see if he had a criminal record. Guess what? Turner had two drunk driving offenses in Georgia: one in seventy -two and another in seventy-four, then another in South Carolina in seventy-five. So, we know he was at least alive in seventy-five. You want his social security number, I got that too?”

“Really? His social security number? That is interesting. Hang on to it. We might need it later, though I can’t imagine why, unless a credit report would tell us something. Sounds like the man has, or had, an alcohol problem.” I was amazed so much information could be gleaned from a computer in such a short time, but concerned about the source. “Let’s not ask Howard for anymore help. Neither of us wants to owe him a favor. Don’t you agree?”

“You got that right. But wait, it gets better. I Googled the white pages of the Beaufort/St. Helena phone book and there is a Solomon B. Turner listed at 61 Cedars Grove Road. Isn’t that cool? It could be your man. You want the phone number?”

“No, not yet. I’ll get it from you when I get back today. Great work, Susan. Thank you so, so much. And I’ll fill you in on the details when I get home.” I was ready to hang up when something else occurred to me. “Susan, do you know of a way to check that address on Cedars Grove to see if anyone else lives there with Boo Turner?”

“Wow! Great idea. Give me a few minutes and I’ll call you back.”

I hung up with Susan and searched Luke’s desk for a Gainesville, Georgia, phone book. Gainesville, located one county over from Dahlonega, and the location of Brenau College, was only a short detour as I headed back home to North Carolina. I figured, as long as it seemed we were on a run of good luck, maybe, just maybe….and there it was, a home phone number for Howell Bennett. This was too easy, I thought. Couldn’t be him. Warming up my coffee and sharing the last of Luke’s half and half with Mamma cat, I considered whether to pester Mr. Bennett at barely eight o’clock in the morning. As I weighed the variations on how rude Mr. Bennett could be when asked about something that happened fifty years ago, I checked my bra and pantyhose that I’d washed last night and hung over the bathroom shower rod to dry. Slightly damp, yuck. I dressed in a long brown knit skirt and cream jersey from the limited cache of clean clothes I carry in the car. The sweater was not a great match for the skirt, but it would have to do; besides, I reminded myself, my whole wardrobe was a mishmash of questionable matches. So, what’s new? My cell phone rang. It was Susan.

“You are going to absolutely love this, Miz P.” She was so excited you’d think she’d found Elvis alive and well on Granny’s front porch. “I cross-referenced Turner’s phone number on this way-cool telephone directory web site and the Cedars Grove address came up. It says, as of 2008, two people lived there, Solomon Turner and Angel Turner.”

“Angel? Who do you suppose Angel could be? What do you think, Susan, is Angel a male or female?”

“Definitely female.”

“What makes you so sure?”

“Because then I went to the Charleston/St. Helena local businesses website and searched for Angel Turner as a business owner—I figured she had to do something for a living down there. She came up on the website and I cross-referenced her to the Cedars Road address.”

“Wow! Aren’t you clever? And?”

“And the name of the business is ‘Auntie Sue’s Antiques, Inc.’ Sounds like a name a female person would choose, not a guy. A guy would go for a power name, like ‘Yesterday’s Gold,’ or something like that, don’t you think?”

“Umm.” I mulled over her logic for a moment. “You are probably right. Angel could be his wife, daughter, niece, or even granddaughter. Was there any other information?”

“No, just that the business has been open since nineteen ninety-eight, and of course, the address. I did try to locate a birth date for Angel Turner; I came up blank for her, just a couple of other male Turners born in and around St. Helena’s.”

“Susan, you are fantastic! Remind me to give you a raise when I get back.”

Susan laughed. “Thanks. I am fantastic; too bad you can’t afford to give me a raise. When are you coming back?”

“Well, I may have one other stop to make. Then I’ll head north. Oh, and I forgot to tell you, I’ve adopted a mother cat and two scrawny kittens. They are traveling with me and I need your help naming them.”

“I can’t wait to hear how three cats are related to Mr. Wang’s case. I hope you didn’t trade your fee for them. The bread man is going to want a check when he delivers on Monday, and I don’t think I’m going to have enough in Granny’s checking account to cover him. The good news is business has been good for the last few days; leaves are turning and tourists are traveling. See you later, Miz P. Be careful driving back.”

Susan hung up and I labored for a few seconds trying to remember exactly how much I had in my personal checking account. Not enough, I was sure, to keep subsidizing Granny’s Store, indefinitely. What in the world had made me think I knew anything at all about being a shopkeeper? My mind closed on that question and skipped back to Susan’s new information. I added another circle to my pad for Angel Turner and her antiques business. Paul Tournay told me Mitchell Sanders was also an antiques dealer. Just an interesting coincidence? Maybe, maybe not. I wondered just when Mr. Sanders found he had a knack for buying and selling antiques. Could it have been after he moved in with Paul Tournay? After Paul reported seeing the ghost?

Fortified by Susan’s successes, I felt I could take the rejection if I got brushed off, so I dialed the phone number for Howell Bennett. Surprisingly, when I introduced myself and asked if he was related to the late Stella Bennett Tournay, he agreed to see me. With the cats, basket, litter, food and water hastily loaded in my much-loved blue Subaru, I slung my purse on the passenger side of the car and began the twenty-five mile drive east to Gainesville. Armed with Mr. Bennett’s careful directions to his condo, located in a development on Lake Lanier named Sundown Villas, I easily found the neighborhood. The morning was cool and the sky an overcast blue as it pushed thin white clouds asunder, any warmer and I would have worried about leaving the cat family in the car, again, while I kept my appointment. Thirty minutes, girls, I swear, I told them as I parked.

Mr. Bennett was sitting, as he said he would be, on a bleached out garden bench at the shore of the lake, near the villa’s wooden boat ramp. As I walked towards him, the ramp rocked on the water’s surface like a shaken cradle, a reminder that the wind was picking up, and our uncertain blue sky could turn nasty with an afternoon storm. He was an older man, to be sure, with a full shock of white hair and tight angular face some men settle into as they age. His thick mustache was carefully trimmed and he was fastidiously dressed in creased yellow golfing slacks, a black cardigan sweater over his cream polo shirt, and yellow socks to compliment expensive looking black leather loafers. Bennett was Neiman-Marcus, definitely not J.C. Penny’s. Lake Lanier’s churned waves lapped at the sandy beach just beyond his feet as he portioned out bits of bread from a plastic sandwich bag, then tossed each piece purposefully at the birds skimming over the water’s surface.

“Look at that,” he remarked as I approached, “Those are seagulls, no doubt blown this far inland by a storm. Have you ever seen gulls in North Georgia before, Ms. McNeal?”

“No, I have not,” I admitted, and shaded my eyes to better see the screeching white birds. “Well, I do believe you are correct. I can’t imagine they would confuse Lake Lanier for Saint Simon’s Island. That is curious.” Turning towards Howell Bennett, whose long spare frame brought to mind another longer legged sea bird, I offered my hand. “Mr. Bennett. So kind of you to see me, especially on such short notice.”

He took my hand lightly and sat upright. “Not kind at all. Selfish really. I’m retired now with little of consequence to do with myself, unless you count feeding the birds each morning, and besides,” he raised his still clear hazel eyes to meet mine. “I’ve waited over fifty years for someone to ask me about Stella. Pardon me for not rising, old bones don’t respond with the alacrity they once possessed.” He gestured to the empty space on the bench, and waved his arms expansively as he spoke. “And therefore sit you down in gentleness, and take upon command what help we have, that to your wanting may be minst’red.” I sat down, puzzled by his thespian outburst. “That, dear lady, is from Shakespeare’s As You Like It. That’s what I’ve done with myself since Stella died you know, taught Shakespeare, at Agnes Scott in Atlanta and then here in Gainesville, at Brenau. I was equally comfortable with both schools, seeing mostly young women every day, the gentler sex, as it were. Though lately I’m not so sure where the gentleness resides: tattoos, nose rings, sailor language, and such. Alas, that is another topic all together. What prompts you to ask about Stella after so many, many years?”

“I am retained by an Atlanta attorney, Garland Wang, to sort out some details regarding the trust left by Stella’s husband, the late Paul Tournay.”

“I didn’t know Tournay had passed. Pity.” His tone of voice showed no feelings of sorrow. “A trust you say? What a surprise. That term usually implies a considerable sum of money. Where did that mealy mouthed little twerp acquire such wealth?”

Good to know I was not the only person curious about the origination of Tournay’s money. “You know, I wonder that myself. I take it you don’t think he inherited the money from his family in France.”

Bennett wrinkled his eyebrows and frowned. “Good Lord, no. The man didn’t have two nickels to rub together when he came back to Atlanta with Stella. Married they said. I wonder about that, too. And as to his family, I understood his father was a baker. Not many fortunes made in croissants, I should think.” Bennett chuckled at his own small joke. To be polite, I smiled.

“The newspaper reports said Stella’s diamond wedding band was missing. Tournay must have had some cash to buy her a diamond ring.”

Expelling a disgusted, “Ha,” he hurled the remainder of the bread out over the water. “The ring of which you speak, Madame, a two carat ruby flanked by four perfect diamonds, came to her at her marriage from Stella’s maternal side, the Chandless’, not from Tournay.”

“Ah, I see. Do you recall Stella ever mentioning a friend of hers and Paul’s by the name of Boo Turner?”

Bennett answered quickly. “Good heavens no. I can’t imagine anyone in our social circle being called Boo. Must have been one of those trashy artist types Tournay dragged home.”

“Doesn’t sound as though you cared for Paul Tournay, Mr. Bennett.”

“I loved Stella, Ms. McNeal. She was difficult and often treated me badly, but I loved her. We were first cousins, you know, her father and mine brothers. Our mothers were also cousins, both Chandless. Father died when I was very young and I spent a great deal of time at Stella’s house when we were children. We were inseparable growing up. In another time perhaps we would have married, keeping the two families intact, as it were. However, first there was all that mess with her running off to Europe, and then she came back married to little Paul Tournay. The artist.” He said the word, artist, as though it was something found on the bottom of his expensive loafers. “After that, I was thrown aside like last week’s newspaper. Discarded. No longer needed. Forgotten. Of course I despised him.”

No wonder the man wanted to talk about Stella, years of hatred must be overflowing from every crevice of his heart. “Who do you think killed Stella?”

“Tournay, of course. I’ve always known that.”

“I don’t mean to be argumentative, Mr. Bennett, but how do you know that?”

Bennett frowned at me and folded his arms across his boney chest. “The police failed to interview me, though I may have been the last person to see her alive. I’d gone over that afternoon to the house, their house, that ugly monster of a stone crypt they built on Uncle’s old mill site, to take Stella a few things from the grocery. Paul had the car at school she said, and she wanted to actually cook supper for the two of them, something she rarely did, said he was coming home early and she wanted to surprise him. She knew I would do anything for her, so I played delivery boy. I didn’t mind, really. It was a chance to be with her. Anyway, when I got to Stella’s, the record player was on as loud as it would play, and she was drinking gin and orange juice… dancing all over the living room trailing that red scarf of hers over her head like a gypsy.” I nodded, remembering the red scarf from my dream.

“Stella was a gifted dancer, you know. She could have been professional had it not been for Tournay. Anyway, she was high as a kite in a March sky so I knew there would probably be trouble later on. I remember I was glad Grandmother had little Becca over at her house. I couldn’t deal with Stella when she was like that. It was all too depressing. We exchanged a few words and I left. I went back over to Grandmother Bennett’s, where I was living at the time. When Tournay came for Becca, around ten o’clock, that night, he was distracted and anxious. He acted guilty as hell, in my opinion. At the time I thought his behavior was probably due to him being with another woman earlier in the evening. I deduced, at the time, he hadn’t shown for the intimate little dinner Stella planned, and knew Stella was going raise holy hell when he got home. Now I think I had it all wrong. I think he went home, killed Stella, and then came to Grandmother’s for Becca.”

“Umm. Sounds as though you have replayed what happened that evening many times over the years, Mr. Bennett. Do you remember anything Tournay said when he came for Becca?” Bennett uncrossed his arms and used both hands to stroke his mustache downward, over his upper lip. My psychologist’s mind told me he wanted to say something else. I waited. When he didn’t speak, I finally changed my question. “Mr. Bennett, you said when you saw Stella you thought there would be trouble later? Did you mean trouble between Stella and Paul?” That suggestion seemed to get his attention.

“Oh yes,” he answered, “Stella could be out of control, especially when she was drinking. She would have these periods of being wildly happy and then something could set her off and she would snap and try to scratch your eyes out. Screaming and hollering and fighting like a banshee. She was insanely jealous of every student who flirted with Tournay; and I believe he did more than flirt with some of the students. Theirs was what you might call a tumultuous relationship. More than once Tournay had to call her daddy over to the house to calm her down. Today, I’m sure someone would call in a specialist, get a fancy diagnosis, and put her on medication. But then… well then, her daddy was who you called.”

Bennett stared off across the lake for several seconds, looking away from me, and then continued softly. “I will tell you this. I do sincerely believe her daddy made her like that to begin with.” He stopped, stroked his mustache again, shrugged, and continued. “The truth is, Uncle had a way when we were children of touching and petting you a little too much in places a little too private. You know what I mean? And you’d have to stand there and take it because he was the grownup, and you were the little child. Stella would build up anger and then it would just spew over, like a shaken bottle of Coca-cola. She’d find some excuse to start a fight with Uncle, and they’d go at it, tooth and claw. He’d end up beating the devil out of her; discipline he said, and she’d be locked in her room for a time, until the whole saga would start again.”

Bennett crossed then uncrossed his long legs. “I never heard of Stella’s mother taking up for her, not even once, in all those years. That was so wrong. Finally I mustered my nerve and told Uncle I would tell my mamma on him if he didn’t leave me alone. Uncle called me a sissy mamma’s boy, but he stopped touching me. I think he believed I would tell, and he knew my mamma was not like Stella’s. My mother would have plucked his eyes out with a crochet hook. I should have told her anyway, should have never kept it a secret, but I was too ashamed. I don’t think he ever stopped with Stella. Years later he caught her naked in the pool house with two Georgia Tech boys, and beat her terribly. Her mother finally did something and gave her money to go to Europe, Chandless money, not Bennett money, I might add. A little late to rescue your child, don’t you think, Ms. McNeal?” Bennett’s shoulders sagged with a sigh. “I’ve never told anyone about Uncle. And now I’ve burdened a perfect stranger with my pain. Please forgive me.”

Bennett turned to face me, perhaps to see if I was shocked by this disclosure. As a counselor, I’d heard similar stories many times over the years. The hearing never gets any easier. My heart went out to Howell Bennett, and Stella. “Mr. Bennett,” I offered quietly, “There is nothing to forgive. I am so very sorry about what happen to you and Stella. I pray someday you will find some small peace with your pain.” I meant what I said. From my experience, the pain of being abused as a child never completely goes away.

Bennett tried to smile, but the effort seemed too much. “Peace, yes, peace would be nice.” In a spontaneous jerk, he brushed invisible dirt from his trouser leg. “Now, my dear lady,” he recovered, “direct me back to the subject at hand.”

“Yes, you were saying you believe Paul Tournay killed Stella. Although, didn’t the newspaper say he had an alibi?”

“Of course,” Bennett’s voice raised in sarcasm, “the same student Stella thought he was having an affair with, the same one who left town soon after the murder.”

“I see your point. What about the theory that a vagrant may have killed her?”

“Nonsense. You seem like a smart lady, Ms. McNeal, think about it. There was no sign of a struggle. Tests showed she had sex prior to her death, but no evidence of rape. Not even Stella would be apt to engage in sex with a stranger who just happened to knock on her door. And why would a random killer bother to strangle her and then take the time to hang her in an oak tree? No, the killer was someone she knew. The mystery to me has always been how Tournay carried her down to the creek, let alone without leaving footprints in the wet yard. Stella was at least five foot eight; Tournay was shorter, maybe five-five, and although I remember him as athletic, I still don’t know how he did it.”

Registering a piece of information I’d not heard before, my heart skipped a couple of beats. “Yes, it must have been difficult getting her out of the house and down to the creek, and then hoisting her up in the oak tree.” Unless, I thought to myself, Tournay had help. “Mr. Bennett, the newspapers said nothing about Stella having sex prior to her death.”

Bennett smirked at me with as much distain as a human face can portray. “Well of course they didn’t print that! Do you think Uncle would stand for Stella’s sexual activity being aired in the Atlanta Journal newspaper? That was the fifties, Ms. McNeal. Doris Day, Gary Cooper, babies came from storks, and old money still ruled Atlanta with a tight fist.”

“Of course,” I acknowledged. We sat silently, both probably thinking about Stella. I was narrowing the possibilities of who would help Tournay the night Stella died, and Bennett was no doubt still mourning the loss of a much loved, though troubled, cousin. Bennett rose and extended his hand. I took it, feeling his sad emptiness flow through me like icy winds piercing tattered window curtains.

“I really must go, Ms. McNeal. I am advising the Gainesville Players production of Hamlet and we have rehearsals at noon. Our conversation brings to mind a line from that very play; ‘…all that lives must die, passing through nature to eternity.’ Do you believe in eternity, Ms. McNeal?”

“I believe the spirit does not die, if that is what you are asking.”

“Ah,” he replied, thoughtfully. “I am not sure whether to be grateful for that possibility, or not. I wish you well, Madame.” With that he released my hand and walked slowly away from me.

I gave the cat family water from a bottle I appropriated from Luke’s cabin, and took a healthy drink myself of what was advertised as ‘pure mountain spring water’. The water was good; however, my well water is just as good and I don’t pay a dollar twenty-nine for it every time I fill from the tap. I realized I was glad to be driving north and looked forward to being back in North Carolina in a couple of hours. Once I got through the minimal downtown traffic in Gainesville, and found my way north to the four lane, my mind went into overdrive and reviewed my conversation with Howell Bennett. I certainly knew better than to diagnose a person I’d never even met; however, Bennett painted a picture of a Stella struck by serious depression, or possibly even Bi Polar illness. Either of these emotional issues would account for her erratic behavior, and her self-medicating with alcohol. Add a father who, from Bennett’s recollections, sexually molested her for years; and the poor woman must have been tormented to the very pit of her soul. Even Stella’s acting out sexually with the two boys in the pool house was a classic reaction to childhood abuse.

I grieved for Stella, and Howell Bennett, and thought, not for the first time, human beings who sexually prey on children are not human at all. Oh, I know, I’m trained to help heal the most damaged of persons without being judgmental. You can’t judge and still be an effective counselor. That’s probably why I can’t work with sexual predators. My education may say set aside anger and judgment; my heart says sexual predators are missing a key piece of their soul that cannot be manufactured by therapy.

I recalled what I’d observed with a few clients expressing Stella’s erratic behavior: their intense drive to create life dramas, of which they themselves must be the central figure, all to manipulate and control their surroundings. Had Stella created such a drama around Tourney’s suspected infidelity the night she was killed? Had she gone so far over the edge that Paul Tournay followed her?

Still, if Bennett was right and Tournay killed Stella, why would he not just leave her in the house, come back later and feign surprise? One possible answer was because he would have Becca with him when he returned. He wouldn’t want his daughter to see her mother strangled on the floor. Maybe. Although, he could have found a reason to leave Becca with her grandmother, and not bring her to the house. Or, maybe he was trying to detour the police from the house as much as possible. I thought about the scene played out in my mind yesterday in the Tournay’s living room. I saw a man, his back towards me, discarding Stella’s ballet slippers and replacing them with tennis shoes. He doesn’t tie the shoes, so one falls off when she is moved. Clearly the man wanted to show Stella was dressed for outside walking when she was killed, and not for dancing around her own living room. Howell Bennett said he didn’t think Tournay could have moved Stella to the creek alone. So, who would have helped him move the body? Who would do what he asked without questions? And, how did they get Stella from the house to the creek without leaving footprints in the fresh mud? I knew I’d seen the answers to my questions at the Tournay house. I just had to relax and let the picture develop from cloudy to clear.

What I needed was Bette Midler. Trying to keep my eyes on the road, I fumbled in the driver’s side pocket for the CD I wanted. Shortly, I was singing along with Bette’s bittersweet lyrics…”some say love is like a river that drowns the tender reed…” By the time Bette and I’d finished singing about love and the rose, answers were gelling in my mind, along with a few new questions.

I found myself whispering aloud to Stella, “What are you trying to tell me? What possible good could come of the world knowing Paul killed you? You can’t punish a dead man.” Stella, thank goodness, didn’t answer. The irony of the situation occurred to me. If Stella had created dangerous dramas in life to manipulate those around her, was she still doing that in death? Was she manipulating me?
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“The hearts that never lean must fall.”
…..Emily Dickinson

8.
 

There are two possible routes to my house. The most direct follows a gently climbing s-curved road lined with tomato, bean and pumpkin fields on one side and a county airport on the other, where an official looking yellow helicopter usually nests alongside a half-dozen or so small recreational planes. It is definitely not a Delta hub, but occasionally an upscale corporate-type aircraft will touch down, a reminder of affluent part-time residents who have weekend homes in nearby Highlands. For the most part, the airport is unobtrusive, with more neatly mowed green grass than tarmac, and creates little noise. Still, I don’t usually follow this road home, preferring instead the slightly longer, instinctively truer route, north beside the Little Tennessee River and then west, abruptly climbing the ridge by rounded switch backed curves to the high valley where Fells Creek, twisting forcefully, and as wide as a river in some places, spans the green floor like a determined outstretched hand. When I see the creek angle sharply to my left, cross the narrow two lane concrete bridge, and dip down onto my gravel drive, I know I’ve returned.

“Here we are, girls,” I announced to the cat family, “your new home. And see that little barn over there. I know for a fact there are mice aplenty hiding under all that old hay on the floor.” As I parked along the kitchen side of the house, the crunching sound of another vehicle on the drive prompted me to check the rear view mirror. The familiar black Fork pickup truck identified my visitor, Susan’s dad, Daniel. I continued my one-way conversation with the cats as I killed the engine. “Wonder what brings him out here at two o’clock in the afternoon? Too bad he’s not delivering lunch; I’m famished.” Once out of the car, I twisted left and right from the waist, stretching my stiff back to release three hours of driving tension, and waited for Daniel to park behind me.

“Afternoon Miz. McNeal,” he said with a raised fingertip to his worn Stetson hat.

I returned his greeting. His dark eyes caught a glint of afternoon sun. Oh Lord, I thought, that man is way too good looking for my peace of mind. I smiled politely, resolved to stay detached and neighbor-friendly.

“What brings you way out here this afternoon?” I asked. “And, it’s Promise. The Ms. McNeal makes me feel a hundred years old.”

“Yes Ma’am. Promise,” he replied, my name sticking in his throat like a dry soda cracker. Several seconds went by with him looking at me tentatively, favoring me with a small sideways smile. Yes, he is too handsome. I watched him shift his weight from one foot to the other, and adjust his hat. “Susan meant for me to ask after Fletcher Enloe for you. I did, and he’s t’home this afternoon, if you want me to take you round there.”

“Ah, yes. The goat situation,” I replied, somewhat puzzled at why I needed Daniel as an escort to call on my closest neighbor. On second thought, since I was still the outsider, I decided an introduction from Daniel would be helpful. My stomach growled to remind me the bagel I’d eaten seven hours ago was long gone. “Thank you, Daniel. I’d appreciate you introducing me. Do you have time for me to unload the cat family and eat a sandwich before we go over?”

“Yes Ma’am,” he answered obligingly, still smiling. “Susan told me you’d be coming home with some barn cats.”

I frowned. “Well, I’m not sure they are quite ready to be barn cats.” I opened the back of the car and Daniel bent over to survey the laundry basket, full of Mamma Cat and the two babies.

“Lord!” he exclaimed, “You probably got mice in the barn bigger than them. No offense meant, but that’s the most poorly looking alive cat I ever saw.”

“You mean Mamma Cat? Yes, I know. She’s so thin you can just about see through her. But look at the babies. They are small, but she’s managed to feed them pretty well. I think regular meals will fatten her up.” With hat in hand, Daniel bent in for a closer look. Mamma hissed at him and he jerked his head back, banging it on the Subaru’s hatchback. “Oh, I’m so sorry. Are you okay? That must have hurt like holy hell.”

Daniel rubbed the top of his skull, raking his hand through his curly black hair. Not a gray hair in sight. Getting older is so much more unfair to women than to men. “Holy hell is right,” he winced, “I reckon you better take the basket inside. She doesn’t like me one little bit. I’ll carry the food and litter box for you.”

Presently, Mamma and babies were settled into the utility room off the kitchen. Mamma left the basket briefly to eat some canned tuna I’d spooned into her bowl and to jump up on the dryer to survey the backyard from the window. Her skinny gray tail switched back and forth as she cataloged edible birds at the feeder suspended from the porch beam; I made a mental note to move the feeder to a higher tree limb in the yard, and hoped she would soon realize hunting was no longer necessary. When I turned from the utility room, I saw Daniel had remained standing by the back door, hat still in his hand. As stiff as he stood, you’d think he was holding up the doorframe, glass and all. I tried to offer a smile of ease, though actually, Daniel was making me a little uncomfortable. I wasn’t sure if it was the seemingly bottomless depth to his brown eyes, or the sideways smile. Or maybe I was just remembering Susan’s remark about her dad being sweet on me. Get over it, I told myself. He’s just a man trying to be neighborly. Nothing more. I decided food was always a neutral subject between a man and a woman. “How about a peanut butter and strawberry jam sandwich?”

“Oh, no thank you. I had dinner earlier with Susan down at Granny’s.”

That reminded me I needed to check in with Susan later to get the rest of the information she’d uncovered on Boo and Angel Turner. “Can you at least sit down over here at the table and have a glass of tea while I eat?”

It seemed to me Daniel hesitated, just for a second. Was he that uncomfortable? He finally sat down and I poured two glasses of iced tea from the fridge. “Sorry. The tea is not sweetened. Can I get you some sugar?”

“No Ma’am. I drink it straight up, just like my coffee.”

“Is that a fact?” I said, “I thought I was the only Southerner who didn’t drink sweet tea.” I handed Daniel his glass and began to assemble my sandwich. The photograph of Stella, Paul, and Boo Turner, three friends seemingly relaxing at the beach, streaked through my mind. Was I just assuming they were friends, as I’d assumed that I was alone in preferring my tea unsweetened? “How am I going to find the truth?” I said aloud, then embarrassed, glanced at Daniel, hoping he’d not heard me. No such luck. He looked perplexed, and seemed to be giving my stream of consciousness question serious thought.

After he took a couple of deep swallows of his tea, he answered, “Well, I expect you are like most of us. We already know the truth well enough. Sometimes we just wish it weren’t so.”

What an interesting observation. For a brief second I considered telling Daniel about the Tournay case, to get his perspective; then I dismissed the idea. Too much risk in him thinking I operated in the Twilight Zone. Better to change the subject. “I’m sure you’re right,” I agreed. “So Daniel, do you like delivering the mail?”

Looking bemused at the abrupt change in subject matter, he leaned back in his chair to casually stroke his hat with his left hand, turning it gingerly a half turn around on the table. “I like it well enough. It’s steady and before long I’ll have a small retirement. Like most things in life, it’s a compromise. When I was young I went two years to community college. Learned tool and dye making. Did that for a while. Hated being inside all day. I wanted to farm like my daddy in the daytime, and spend my nights playing music. Course, my daddy thought I was wasting my time learning to fiddle; but I don’t think so. Too bad there’s no real money in Bluegrass music, or in farming now days. Unless you’re part of the mega farms, then your soul belongs to the corporation. Later, when I needed to be home more with Susan, I quit the manufacturing job. That same week a vacancy came up at the post office. They hired me, so I reckon I did fair enough on the test. Pretty soon I quit raising tobacco and vegetables, and got into raising cows and sheep instead. More money in beef than tomatoes.”

I nodded my understanding and slowly chewed my sandwich; amused that Daniel was providing so much information.

“Susan showed her sheep at the fairs when she was in grammar school. Won a passel of prizes, and got her picture in the paper most every year. She tell you that?” I shook my head no, and he forged ahead. “Now we play music together. She’s the best picker in the state. I reckon you do know that, since I saw you a couple of times in the crowd last summer when we played on the square in town.” Daniel paused, probably to take a breath. The man had volunteered a book of information about himself in one long string of sentences. And I had thought he was the silent type! “Yes, Ma’am, it’s a good life, between the income off the cows and the mail carrying, we do fine. We got out of the sheep business, though.”

“Why no more sheep?”

“Cause they are dumber than rocks, and cause Susan never could get the point sheep are for lamb chops, and not just grooming up in pretty ribbons for the county fair.”

Peanut butter stuck in my throat. I could feel a young Susan’s aching heart as she said goodbye to a much-loved sheep, knowing it was destined to be Sunday lunch served with mint jelly. Washing the last of the sandwich down with iced tea, I went to the sink and rinsed my glass. “I see your point. I’d have to pass on the sheep, too. Just the thought of it makes me consider being vegetarian. Are you ready to call on Mr. Enloe?”

Daniel rose, and settled his hat on his head. I was realizing he and that Stetson hat were old and close friends. “Ready as I’ll ever be,” he replied.

With an offering of a jar of my homemade fig jam in hand, we followed a foot worn path from my side yard through a heavy stand of white pines laced with leggy young hemlocks, leading us to Fletcher Enloe’s property. Since my five acres had been carved from his eighty-plus, we shared a rear fence of open welded wire and wood posts. A two-foot wide rut showed in the dirt long the fence, the result of the offending male goat patrolling up and down the line, munching my blueberry bushes through the wire as he walked. Thus, I was on a mission to ask Mr. Enloe to move his goat somewhere else, anywhere else, away from the fence.

It felt good to be walking in the open air of early fall, the warm sun on my face, and needing only a light sweater. This would be my first autumn in the North Carolina Mountains, and I was looking forward to a leaf explosion of reds and yellows, and the heady smell of wood smoke in the air. We ambled silently through the thickest part of the trees, the floor a dense cushion of fallen brown pine straw and feathery ferns. I was grateful Daniel had talked himself out and didn’t feel the need to fill every second with conversation. When we were almost to Enloe’s property, I spoke. “Daniel, how long do you suppose these white pines have been here?”

Daniel stopped and thoughtfully touched one of the tender pine fronds. “These whites haven’t been here all that long. Just like most everything else you see around here, they’re not old forest because of the logging done up here.”

I thought about the thick clumps of laurels, native holly, and gangly oaks growing in front of my house along the banks of Fells Creek, and wondered what had grown there two hundred years ago when the Cherokee watched the same creek. “So logging used to be big business in this part of the county?”

“Lord, yes,” he answered. “When my Daddy was young this part of Perry County was pretty much bald. He used to say come rain the mountain slopes cried red muddy tears. I think the federal government knew all of us stubborn Scot-Irish would never listen to anybody telling us we were shooting ourselves in the foot by cutting so many of our trees to sell. Course, when a man is just trying to feed his family, he doesn’t want to hear no to the only thing he thinks will keep’em going another winter. No ma’am, you can’t tell a Scot what to do; he’ll do the opposite just to cross you. Leastwise, the government put what they could into National Forests, and that’s a good thing. We finally figured out they were right about the strip logging. Timber folks are a lot more careful now days.” Daniel turned and pointed beyond the far side of my pasture. “You see that overgrown spit of a road over there? Can you can make out it climbs up the saddle of the ridge to Fire Mountain? That’s one of the abandoned logging roads used back during the early nineteen hundreds. I believe it was used pretty regularly until the late thirties. Least, that’s what my daddy always said. I don’t go quite that far back myself.”

I knew exactly what road Daniel was talking about. I’d already seen the shadows of the brush-covered roadbed from my bedroom window, and heard wagon wheels grinding with the effort of climbing the road in the predawn quiet. “When you say abandoned, do you mean no one ever uses the road now?”

“No, nobody much goes up there any more. They’d probably be trespassing if they did, because except for the little bit on National Forest land, all of it is on Fletcher’s property. Nantahala National Forest begins somewhere along the ridge and stretches all the way to Wayah Bald, but I don’t know exactly where it starts. Fletcher knows, I’m sure; we can ask him, if you’re curious.”

As if on cue, we reached Enloe’s property and a wiry man of about my height came out of the house to stand on the front porch. I surmised he must be in his late seventies or eighties, though he was certainly not a feeble old man. Dressed in creased chino work pants and a freshly ironed shirt of the same dark cream color, Fletcher Enloe looked active and healthy; from his pink flushed light complexion to his neatly parted thick gray hair, this was a man who prided himself on holding the years at bay. He would probably tell us he still split his own wood and mended his own fences.

“Afternoon Fletcher,” Daniel called out cheerfully. I concentrated on trying to look pleasant and watched Fletcher Enloe carefully appraise me from the porch. He hesitated long enough to put me on notice he wasn’t sure he liked me, or trusted me, before descending the four steps to the ground.

“Daniel, “Enloe replied somberly, and extended a calloused hand. I noticed the last two fingers of his right hand were missing below the knuckles. He seemed not the least shy in offering the damaged hand, nor did Daniel in taking it. They must know each other well, I observed, and wondered at the story behind Enloe’s missing finger parts. “Your cows faring well?” Enloe continued.

“Yes Sir, they are, thank you. Are you looking to replace those you sold off last spring?” Daniel made easy conversation with Mr. Enloe.

Enloe shook his head, “Naw. I’m done with cows. Got tired of messing with them. That’s for you young boys.”

“Well, I’m not so young anymore, and I know I’ll see the day I get tired of the cold nights and wet mornings tending to’em my own self. When that day comes, we can both sit on the front porch and rock.”

Enloe frowned. “Well, I didn’t say I was sitting like a old woman on the porch. I just said I’m tired of the cows. I keep busy enough with other things.”

Daniel nodded his head as though he knew exactly what Enloe was talking about. I wondered how long the two men would banter around doing the male non-threatening thing while ignoring me. Finally, Daniel turned to me. “This here is Miz Promise McNeal, Fletcher. Your new neighbor. Miz McNeal, Fletcher Enloe.”

I offered Enloe the jar of jam. “Pleased to meet you, Mr. Enloe.”

He took the jam and studied the contents. “Is it fig?”

“Yes Sir,” I replied.

There was no change in his facial expression, still suspicious. “Trying to catch me with honey, are you?”

“No, I believe Promise said it was fig,” Daniel interjected.

Enloe frowned. “I know what she said, Daniel. I ain’t hard of hearing, Pay attention, son. That was a joke.”

Looking shamed, Daniel tugged his hat farther down on this face. I did not dare laugh. “Well, all right, so it is,” he recovered, “guess I spend too much time listening to cows, and they don’t tend to make jokes.”

Good for you Daniel, I thought. Don’t let that old man put you down. When it became obvious that was the end of the conversation about jam, and I was not going to get a thank you from Fletcher Enloe, I attempted to make small talk with him. “Your roses are still blooming. Beautiful. What variety are they? The red is the deepest I’ve ever seen.”

“I don’t have the least idea what they are,” he barked back.” My late wife planted them there against the porch years ago. I just trim’em up and ply them with manure cause I know she’ll rob my sleep from her grave if’n I don’t.” Enloe didn’t seem to want to talk roses either. “Who are your people, girl?” he asked abruptly.

Daniel gave me an apologetic look. “My sir name is McNeal, Mr. Enloe. I grew up in Atlanta and moved here about eight months ago.”

Looking at me as though I had just said I was Venusian, he spat out, “I know you moved from ‘Lanta! Everybody in town knows that. I mean who are your people, your daddy’s people?”

I truly did not want to talk about my family with Fletcher Enloe, or anyone else for that matter. I tried to brush the question off the table. “If you mean are the McNeals from around here, I doubt it. I know my mother thought the McNeal family lived for a time in North Carolina, I don’t know where. Certainly not here.”

Enloe was not to be thwarted. “Why didn’t you ask your daddy when you was coming up where they was from? Or ask him now. You might be surprised.”

Ask my father: the here on Tuesday gone by Friday guy? Enloe’s question hung in the air as he fixed me with a sight down the barrel of a gun look. It was obvious he would wait for an answer. “My father was away a lot. There wasn’t much opportunity to have that kind of conversation with him. He’s long dead and gone. Too late for questions.”

“Was he a traveling salesman, or preacher?”

What an odd question. This old man was fraying my last nerve. “No, certainly not a preacher.”

“Well then, that’s pretty sorry,” Enloe snorted.

“Yes, it was,” I agreed, trying to sound calm through my irritation. “But you are neighbors with me, Mr. Enloe, not my relations. It doesn’t matter who my people were?”

“Horse pucky.” Another you must be from out of space indictment. “Your people always matter, Miz McNeal. I figure them like a shadow. You can’t never lose it. What was your granddaddy’s name?”

I sighed. This man was determined with a capitol “D.” I may as well answer and get it over with before autumn turned into winter. “James McNeal. He died before I was born. My father, James, was a junior.”

“Well, hell. That doesn’t tell me much. There are probably a thousand, or more, fellers named James McNeal in North Carolina.”

Good, maybe we could leave the McNeal family tree alone. “There you go.” I opened my hands towards Enloe as if to say, finished.

Enloe squinted at me. He was not finished. “What about his daddy? What was his name?”

I wanted to scream. This was not the purpose of my visit and I was beginning to doubt we would ever get to the goat issue. I looked to Daniel for help but his neutral stare told me I was on my own. “Oh good grief, Mr. Enloe,” I said through clinched teeth, “My great grandfather’s name was January McNeal. Probably died before you were born. Not anyone you would have head of, I’m sure. Could we please change the subject to the reason for my coming over today?”

“January McNeal. I thought as much.” A satisfied smile bent Enloe’s mouth upwards. “You fooling me, girl? Course I know who he was. Anybody who knows any history of Perry County knows the story of old January McNeal.”

I studied his face; was Enloe having another joke, as he had with Daniel and the honey reference? No way I would jump to his bait. Daniel finally broke in. “Fletcher, are you saying Miz Promise had long ago kin living here in Perry County?”

“Well, of course that’s what I’m saying. Are you deaf? Or don’t know the story of January? I would’ve thought that’s the reason you moved here, girl. You’d have to know the McNeals lived here for quite a long spell.”

For a few seconds all I could hear was a rushing in my ears like the incoming tide. What was Fletcher Enloe talking about? There was no possible way I could have bought property in a county once occupied by my great grandfather, and not known it. Was there?

Daniel looked from Fletcher Enloe to me. “You didn’t know?” he asked me.

I shook my head in disbelief. “Look, Mr. Enloe there must be some mistake. Some other January McNeal. You said McNeal is a common name.”

Enloe shrugged. “Well, that’s true enough. Though I expect not too many folks would curse a baby with a name like January? But whatever you say, girl.”

That was it. I’d had enough of Enloe’s game. “Mr. Enloe. My name is Promise, not ‘girl.’ And I would appreciate it if you would call me Promise?”

“Yes, Ma’am, whatever you say,” he replied, so conciliatory I wanted to scream. “Now, what was it you came over here about, other than to bring me this fine bit of jam?”

“It’s about your goat, Mr. Enloe. I was hoping you would move him to another pasture, away from my fence. He has eaten all my blueberry bushes through the fence, and frankly, he smells.”

Fletcher Enloe threw back his head and laughed. “That goat ain’t mine, Miz Promise. It’s yurn. The old boy walked through a hole in your fence after the Goddard twins moved, and I been letting the pitiful creature graze my pasture and drink from my spring to keep him from starving to death. I was looking to start charging you board and rent, unless you plan to run him back over to your side.”

All my restraint in the face of Enloe’s agitation flew into the mid-afternoon wind. I had to clench my hands into fists to keep from exploding. The Goddard twins had conned me again! I visualized myself galloping across the landscape on a fast horse looking for the twins, bullwhip in hand, shotgun by my side. Unfortunately, I can’t ride a horse. I must have stood there for a few seconds with my mouth open, looking stupid, because Enloe stopped laughing. Daniel touched my arm. “Promise, you look pale. You all right?” he asked.

I was angry and wanted to throttle the Goddard twins; but yes, I was all right. I cleared my throat and pressed my fingers into the back of my neck to ease the acute tension twisting there. “Mr. Enloe,” I recovered, “let me make sure I understand what you are saying. Do you mean,” I pointed to the probably two hundred pound white goat, sporting a long grizzly beard, “that creature is my responsibility?”

“Hubert,” Enloe interjected, “his name is Hubert.”

“I see. Hubert,” I repeated. Daniel was smiling. I was not smiling. “You say Hubert lived in my pasture while it belonged to the Goddard twins, and for the eight months since I bought the property you didn’t see any reason to come over and tell me this? Is that correct?”

“Well,” Enloe said with a sly smile, “truth be known, old Hubert does keep the pasture cut down some for me. And it’s like I told you, the Goddard boys sold the three nanny goats and let the pasture go to ruin. Then they moved off to leave Hubert to starve. Those boys never were worth a tinker’s damn. Hubert was heartbroken; probably came my way for the company, as well as my good standing hay.”

I wasn’t sure I was following Enloe. “You say he was heartbroken about the twins leaving him?”

Amusement twinkled in Fletcher Enloe’s blue eyes. “No, ma’am. That ain’t it. Don’t you know nothing about goats? It was the nannies he missed. He was awanting for female company, don’t you know. That’s why he wears out that path all along your fence line. He wakes up every day with a hope he’ll walk that line and see a nanny on the other side. It’s down right pitiful, when you think about it. Course he does have a strong smell right now; its fall, the time of year they breed. Nanny goats love that musky smell.”

I did not love that smell and didn’t love the idea of Hubert waltzing back and forth on my side of the fence. I would not even be able to sit on the back porch and not smell him. Daniel tried to come to my rescue. “Now, Fletcher,” he consoled, “it’s for sure Promise didn’t know Hubert was part of her property purchase, and you know she can’t possibly manage a buck goat as big as him. Why, if he took a mind, he could pure tee stomp her into the ground.”

Enloe narrowed his eyes at Daniel. “So what are you saying, Daniel, you want me to keep Hubert for free on a permanent basis?”

Daniel rubbed his chin, thinking. “Well, how about this,” he countered. “I’ve got cows and that means good steaks. How about we settle on me keeping you in steaks and you keeping Hubert?”

I turned to Daniel in amazement; I couldn’t believe he was letting this crafty old buzzard take advantage of him. In the first place, Hubert couldn’t possibly eat enough grass to amount to a lifetime of free steaks; and in the second place, Enloe had already admitted the goat kept his pasture cut down so he didn’t have to mow it. Lastly, I was not sure I wanted to be obligated to Daniel over Hubert. “Wait a minute, Daniel,” I said. “Maybe we need to talk about this.”

“That’s for certain,” added Enloe, his smile showing a mouth full of stained but original teeth. “Steaks are nice; except that’s not rightly what I had in mind.”

Now what was coming, I wondered? He walked over to the fence and made a clicking noise a couple of times. Hubert shuffled over closer to where we stood, engulfing us in his goat smell, and Enloe produced a couple of pieces of carrots from his pocket. That sly old fox, I thought, he knew all along I was coming over here about the goat; he was ready for us. “And what was it you had in mind, Mr. Enloe?” I asked.

Enloe patted Hubert lovingly on the neck, as the goat crunched his treats. “Well, here’s my idea on the subject, Miz Promise.” He hesitated, making sure he had our full attention. “You get yourself a nanny goat; and time and again, we let them be together over here in my pasture. Come spring old Hubert will make sure you have a baby or two. That way, Hubert gets over his loneliness, you have yourself a fine doe and baby, and we both get milk.”

I blurted out, “Milk! You want me to milk a goat so I can share the milk with you? I don’t have the first idea of how to even care for a goat, much less milk one! I’d do better to take Hubert back over to my side and sell him for glue, or dog food, or whatever one does with old goats.”

“I figured you for a selfish city woman,” Enloe shot back with indignation. “Before you get your knickers all in a twist, know I meant to milk your nanny for you and share the milk with you. You buy her, feed her real good on sweet feed and molasses, and course pay any vet bills that might come up, and I’ll see to the milking.”

I turned to Daniel for his opinion, knowing that Enloe had probably just shamed me into agreeing to his proposal. “Sounds like it may be a fair trade to me, Promise,” Daniel offered. “A nanny in your pasture would keep you from having to pay to have it mowed, and sweet goat milk is fine drinking, even more digestible than cows milk to some folks, so I understand.”

As I was processing Daniel’s remarks, a brown UPS truck turned into Enloe’s drive and stopped just short of where we were discussing the prospects of Hubert’s love life. The young driver exited with two medium-sized boxes. “Afternoon Mr. Enloe. You want these on the porch like usual?”

“That’ll do. Thank you kindly.” Enloe replied.

After the driver stacked the boxes near the front door, he called out again. “Got anything going out today?”

“Not today. Big load Monday probably, after the weekend bids close,” was Enloe’s response. The driver waved his understanding and sped out, scudding dust from the drive in our direction.

Enloe coughed. “Damn fool kids don’t know how to drive!”

The UPS truck and its packages peaked my curiosity about the man Susan thought was so far behind the times he still used an outhouse. “Mr. Enloe, is that a satellite Internet dish on your roof?”

Enloe turned and briefly looked up. “Course that’s what it is! What else would it be? The Star Ship Enterprise? You think an old man like me can’t learn to use a computer and the Internet? Well, I tell you what,” He held up his right hand. “Even with my missing finger parts, I was learning an old standup typewriter in Korea, in nineteen and fifty, compliments of the United States Army. Learning to type didn’t make me no sissy either, I tell you that. And I’ll tell you another thing, learning a trade in Korea was a damn sight better than staying here being nothing but a tripper my whole life. Anyway, I expect I was banging away on a typewriter while you was a baby still sucking a bottle.”

“No harm meant,” I offered, “I was just thinking of subscribing to the satellite Internet service and wondered how you like it?”

“I like it fine,” he said with finality. “Now speaking of milk and bottles, what about my offer on Hubert?”

I was determined not to be bullied into a commitment. “Mr. Enloe, you are right. I don’t know anything about goats. Give me a week or so to think about it, I’ll come back to you with an answer. Can you live with that, Mr. Enloe?”

“How about a week from Sunday? Even a city girl like you should be able to learn something about goats by then.”

I wanted to tell him I had earned a Ph D., on my own, while I was a ‘city girl’, could use the public library, and was published in several respectable journals, thank you very much. However, I kept my mouth shut and didn’t act out my childish notion. Instead, we shook hands on our agreement, with Enloe careful to offer me his good left hand, and Daniel and I headed back through the pine thicket. As soon as we were out of earshot Daniel began to laugh. “Lord, oh Lord, Fletcher Enloe is a piece of work!”

“That’s one way to describe him. Extortionist would be another.”

Daniel laughed again. “Don’t know as I’d go that far. Maybe he’s just an old man trying to get by.”

I stopped, hands on hips. “Get by? Please. Don’t even go there. Fletcher Enloe is far from a helpless old man trying to get by. I’ve got twenty bucks that says he has the satellite internet and UPS making regular stops at his house because Fletcher Enloe is buying and selling all kinds of stuff on EBay, and doing very well at it.”

Daniel looked surprised. “What on earth would make you jump to that conclusion?”

“I’m not jumping to conclusions. One,” I raised my right hand and extended my thumb. “Enloe told you he quit cows, and was busy with something else. Two:” I extended my forefinger. “He was very defensive when I asked about the satellite Internet service, and even more defensive about his typing skills. Three:” A third finger jointed the other two. “Enloe told the UPS guy he would have packages going out after the weekend bids closed. That is a pretty obvious clue. My next to the last finger went up. “And four: well, actually I don’t have a four, but I know that’s what he’s doing. I feel it somewhere along my spine, and the tingle goes all the way to the top of my head. Dead sure. Call it intuition if you like, but it never lies to me.”

Daniel shook his head in amusement. “You mean you are never wrong?”

Immediately wishing I’d not spewed out the anger Enloe fueled by making such a pompous statement, I had to think about how to respond to Daniel. “Of course I can be wrong. I’m not perfect. All I’m saying is that Fletcher Enloe’s pastime seems obvious to me.”

We continued to make our way through the last of the pines and onto open grass. “Well, fair enough,” he finally responded, “Susan says you are a one in a million smart lady. I’m gonna go with that. Are you buying a nanny goat?”

“I might. I haven’t decided yet,” I answered, a little too sharply. We climbed the few steps to my back porch in silence. Enloe’s attitude burned inside my gut, but that was no reason to be rude. “I’m sorry I snapped at you, Daniel. I just hate being manipulated, and that’s exactly what Enloe is doing. I mean, don’t you think he is a little overly concerned with Hubert’s love life?”

Daniel grinned. “Well, it is a fact Fletcher does seem to have Hubert’s happiness to heart. Maybe, as one old goat to another, Fletcher can sympathize with Hubert’s loneliness. You know, Fletcher’s wife passed on with cancer not too long back.”

“Oh, you know I believe Susan did say something about his wife dying last year, and that they were married over sixty years?”

“Yep. Married about the time I was born.”

I could not even imagine spending sixty years with the same person. Sometimes it was hard to abide my own company, let alone another’s. And Fletcher Enloe? His wife must have been a saint to put up with his crotchety personality. Still, he probably was lonely. “Some compassionate counselor I am. I’ll eat a little crow next time I see him, and try to be more understanding.” Daniel nodded his approval. My mind jumped to another question. “Daniel, Fletcher Enloe said something about being a tripper before he went to Korea. What’s a ‘tripper’?”

“A tripper. Haven’t heard that word in a long time, except back in the sixties when the flower children used it to mean someone who did LSD and all that shit—excuse me; I try not to cuss in front of ladies. Course Fletcher wasn’t meaning LSD.”

“You are excused, Daniel. I do my own share of cussing. What did Enloe mean?”

“He was talking about moonshine. The men who hauled shine from the bootleggers who made it on to the middlemen, who sold it, were called trippers. Lots of wild boys like Fletcher would load the liquor in cars like his ‘39 Ford, with the engine modified for speed, and head on down the mountains to mostly city areas. Those cars would get up over a hundred miles an hour. They’d hull the car out, remove the back seat for extra space, take off everything they didn’t need to run fast, and make trips to places like Asheville, Greenville, or Atlanta to deliver the shine. That’s how hot rods came to be; it was the trippers who had the best rods. Some of them got famous racing their cars on dirt tracks around here, or Charlotte, and even down at Lakewood in Atlanta. Anyway, the boys with the fast cars would make a moonshine delivery trip, you see; that’s where the word tripper came from, I reckon. Fletcher and his brothers were known to be some of the best drivers around, carried on a family tradition that started back in the twenties. Not a one of them ever got caught. I’ve heard tell it was an accident with his Ford engine block that cost Fletcher his two fingers. I’ve never asked him.”

I smiled at Daniel’s enthusiasm for the illegal whiskey business. “You seem to know an awful lot about Fletcher Enloe’s hot rod, and the business of moonshine.”

Daniel blew out a short breath of air to dismiss my implication. “Me? I work for the government, remember,” he replied. “All I have is the history that’s passed along on the subject, plus Fletcher drives his restored rod in the July 4th parade every year. I’ve been admiring that ruby red beauty since I was a little kid, along with every other boy in the county. He keeps it under cover in his garage out behind the house. He’d probably show it to you, if you asked.”

“No, thanks,” I answered, “Hot rods are a guy thing.” Still, I was curious. “Daniel, Enloe said he stopped being a tripper during the Korean War, in the early fifties. I thought moonshine as a business went out years before that, when Prohibition was repealed.”

“Oh, no,” Daniel corrected me. “Atlanta was the moonshine consumption capitol of the South until way on into the 1970’s. I hear you can still buy homemade liquor down there any day of the week. Course, avoiding paying taxes on homemade whiskey has been a cultural sideline in these mountains since the 1700’s. Even Sheriff Mac was busy busting up stills around here until just recently, till young jacks like the Goddard twins figured marijuana was a bigger cash crop than corn liquor. And now we have to worry about every crazy-ass no-count criminal cooking meth up here. Ain’t that a sorry state of affairs? I don’t hold with supplying, or using, drugs; and those meth folks make me want to bring back public hangings; but to tell you the truth, I can’t see much harm in letting a man make and sell a little corn whiskey on his own. Why, it’s like the government telling you to pay taxes on your homemade fig jam!”

Daniel’s speech certainly gave me something to think about. I realized Enloe was right. I was a city girl, and had a lot to learn about the ways of my new adopted home; though, I could not for the life of me see that evading a federal tax on whiskey was in any way related to my jam making. I decided to let Daniel’s observation pass. At least he agreed with me that the Goddard twins were criminals.

Back in the house, I thanked Daniel for going with me to call on Fletcher Enloe. Having him along probably saved me the embarrassment of losing my temper anymore than I did. And truly I was glad he went with me. As unpleasant as I found Fletcher Enloe, going over there together eased Daniel and I into a more comfortable place with one another. After all, I reminded myself, Daniel is Susan’s father. Susan has become my friend. Why not Daniel? Friend, I repeated to myself. That’s all I’m looking for, and all I’m going to find.

I poured us fresh ice teas, and we sat on the porch in a couple of old rocking chairs. The late afternoon was cooling and I buttoned my sweater against the chill. Thin spines of white clouds washed across the mountaintops, and a gathering west wind played with the tall grass in the pasture, laying it down in places like a low sea tide. If I squinted my eyes just a little, I could imagine a couple of goats grazing knee deep in green. It was a peaceful and comforting thought. Maybe I would allow Fletcher Enloe to blackmail me into raising a goat, or two. After all, I’d already made the leap to being responsible for something other than myself when I brought home the cat family; surely a nanny goat and her baby wouldn’t be so very different.

My mind jumped from goats to Fletcher Enloe’s other questions. This business about January McNeal was troubling, to say the least. My father was an only child, I was an only child; my mother’s one sister was the only experience I had with family, except for my son, of course. I’d never even been curious about great grandparents or other distant relatives, and I couldn’t remember my father ever talking about his family. That did seen strange, as I thought about it, the three of us seemed to view ourselves as the beginning, and end, of a family tree. Perhaps because there seemed to be so much ongoing turmoil between my parents, telling old family stories was not one of the bedtime, or anytime, rituals. All their energy seemed to be used up on themselves. Now I wondered, who were these “people” as Enloe called them—these McNeals who ultimately produced my charming, but disappointing father? The only reason I even knew their names was from a McNeal family bible my mother left behind when she died, ten years after my father’s death. Having no one to ask about my relatives, the names remained distant and disconnected to me.

Daniel broke my reverie. “We’ll get rain tonight,” he said as a matter of fact.

“Umm. Think so?” I responded absentmindedly.

Daniel shifted in his chair and turned to face me. “Don’t let Fletcher Enloe get to you. He does love a good joke now and then. He could have been spooking you about your kinfolks living around here. Being named McNeal around here is like being named Smith in a big city, Fletcher’s probably known a lot of McNeals over the years, and likely as not, none are your kin.”

“I’m sure you’re right,” I said, and offered him a slight smile in gratitude for trying to make me feel better, and for not asking why I wouldn’t be happy to locate distant kinfolks in Perry County. Daniel was right. Enloe had gotten to me. What bothered me most was, if Enloe was telling the truth, and knew something about January McNeal living in Perry County, how could I stumble back to where my great grandfather had lived, and not know it? I’d bragged to Daniel about my intuition. How could that same intuition fail to let me know McNeals had lived here? Well, I guess the sin of pride will turn and bite you every time. I wasn’t as smart as I’d thought. Remembering from the family Bible that my great grandfather was born sometime around eighteen seventy-five, I made a resolution to do some research. I’d pay a visit to the genealogy records room in the library and look for McNeals living in Perry County around that time. Enloe was right; January is an unusual name for a child; that should make him reasonably easy to locate. And why, I questioned, for the first time in my life, would a mother name a son January?
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“Come, Watson, come! The game is afoot.”
…Sherlock Holmes

9.
 

Later that night, the wind picked up and sounded like a droning engine advancing down the valley. Then, true to Daniel’s prediction, it rained hard, pelting down in angry squalls. I slept fitfully, pulling myself out of a dream of a circle of bent old men in long black coats and flat top hats closing in around someone, or something, I could not see. I slept again; then at little after three, I awoke with a start when Mamma Cat jumped up on my bed in a fit of hissing and growling, and then ran back towards the utility room. Danger, she was saying. I lay still, listening, my heart pounding in my chest, trying to hear what she heard; but all I could make out was the rain, blowing now in intermittent gusts against the metal roof.

Though Mamma had quieted, I knew I should gather my courage and check the house. Hesitantly, I slid from bed in the dark and made my way to the hallway. Nothing there. Careful to stay out of sight from the window to the porch, I eased into the utility room. Mamma Cat was sitting, poised in her basket, ears twitching, staring at the back door. I looked at the door. The deadbolt was thrown, that was good news. I listened again—nothing. With my back against the wall, I reached over to the right of the door frame and flipped the master light switch controlling floodlights on all four corners of the house; then I waited. Through the utility room window I could see the rear porch, bathed in light. I stood against the wall for what seemed like a very long time, long enough I reasoned for any prowler to flee, then went around to check the front door. That deadbolt was secured as well. I tried to convince myself a deer, or raccoon, passing through the yard on the way to the creek had frightened Mamma Cat. Tomorrow, I vowed, I’ll call an electrician and have another master floodlight switch installed in my bedroom, beside the bed. No more stumbling around in the dark to turn on the lights. When I doubled back to the utility room, Mamma was curled up nursing her babies. Just to be cautious, I left the outside lights on, making my yard bright enough to land a B52 bomber. But what did it matter? I knew I probably wouldn’t sleep anyway.

Adrenaline pumped through my system when I went back to bed, and my mind jumped about, playing out several Stephen King type scenarios of who, or what, could be prowling around outside my house. Finally, exhaustion won over and I slept, not waking until almost nine, feeling groggy and out of sorts.

I had just finished brushing my teeth, and was leaning barefoot and sleepy-eyed against the kitchen counter, willing the coffee to brew faster, when a loud knock rapped behind me. I jolted upright and turned to see Daniel, his face pressing against the upper half glass of the kitchen door, and his fist banging against the wood frame. “Promise, open the door.” I unbolted the door; he pushed through into the kitchen. “Are you all right?”

I heard a timbre of fear in his voice. Was I all right? Of course I was all right. Then, through my decaffeinated fog, I remembered last night’s incident and frowned. How could Daniel know about my prowler? “I’m Fine. It was just a noise in the yard. Probably deer. I didn’t see anybody. How did you know?”

Daniel looked confused for a second and then asked me, “What noise? What did you hear?”

“Well, nothing, really. Something woke me; but all I heard was Mamma Cat growling. She must have heard something. I didn’t see anyone. But I don’t understand. How did you know?”

As I waited for Daniel to explain, I was now aware of two things. Daniel was holding a small brown package, addressed to me, and I was still dressed in my pajamas. I looked down, making sure all buttons were at least done. He didn’t seem to register my pajamas and offered the package. “It’s your delivery from Amazon. Looks like a book.” I nodded, took the book, and put it on the counter. Paul Tournay’s published work on Carolingian Art, no doubt. “I guess you haven’t seen it,” Daniel continued, and reached for my hand, pulling me to the open kitchen door.

“Daniel,” I protested, “I’m not dressed.”

“Don’t argue, woman, you need to see this thing right now.”

Like it or not, I followed him out onto the porch and to the front of the house. The reason for Daniel’s edgy behavior was on my front door. “What the hell!” was all I could say. On the center panel of my beautiful oak door, skewered by the largest knife I’d ever seen close up was a fat, pale yellow snake, so long the tail brushed the floor of the porch like a perverted question mark. A five-pointed star drawn in smeared red framed the creature. I took a step back, grasping a porch post for support. Bile rose in my throat and I was sure I was going to throw up. Deep breaths, I told myself, deep breaths. Then anger kicked in and I turned back to face the creature. Someone had invaded my property and violated my home. “Why would …” Before I could finish my question, Susan’s Jeep sped down the drive and screeched to a stop just short of the front porch. Daniel and I both cringed as she noisily ground the gears into park.

“What’s happened, Daddy?” She shouted, and bolted from the car up on the porch. “I came as soon as I got your message.” When she saw the snake pinned to my door, she screamed, “Holly shit,” and jumped back off the porch waving her arms wildly towards the door, as though to ward off whatever evil was hanging there. “Sweet God-a-mighty. I hate snakes. What is that ugly bugger doing on your front door?”

I opened my hands out in a gesture of having no idea how or why the snake came to meet its demise on my front door. At that moment the snake’s body twitched. “Oh my God, it’s still alive,” I wailed, and joined Susan in the yard.

Daniel stood his ground on the porch. “Calm down, both of you. The thing is dead; believe me. Look at all the blood on the floor. There’s no way it survived that wound. Dead bodies sometimes exhibit that kind of nerve jerking. It’s involuntary. I’ve even seen it happen with people. Trust me. Dead is dead.”

I was skeptical. “What do you mean, Daniel? When have you ever seen twitching dead people?”

Susan spoke up. “Daddy is a trained and certified EMT, Miz P. He knows what he’s talking about. He rides with the volunteer fire department. Around here that’s the closest thing we have to an emergency response team.”

The snake was still, making no more voluntary, or involuntary, movements. “Well, that’s good news,” I said, with a nervous laugh, “cause the way my heart is pounding right now I might be close to a heart attack.”

Daniel’s face darkened as he stared at me. I was immediately sorry I’d been so flip. This was not a frivolous man who would understand humor in the face of terror. “Just kidding,” I added quickly. “I’m okay. I really am. No heart attacks, just angry that someone would sneak up to my house in the middle of the night and do this. Come on; I don’t want to look at that thing any longer. Let’s go back to the kitchen, have a cup of coffee and talk about what to do next.” I headed for the kitchen, giving the snake wide berth as I passed the front door. Susan and Daniel followed.

From behind me Susan quipped, “Hey, Miz P., I like your Pooh Bear pj’s. I didn’t know you could get those in grown-up sizes. Can you get the bottoms with fuzzy feet attached?” I didn’t have to see her face to know that she was smiling.

“Hush up, Daughter. This is no time for nonsense,” retorted Daniel.

Once inside I kept walking, heading for the bedroom. “I’m throwing on some clothes. You guys pour coffee, okay? Cream’s in the fridge.” I waved at Susan over my shoulder, just to let her know her nervous teasing remark about the pajamas was fine with me. Less than a minute later I was pulling a tee shirt over my head when I heard the cell phone ringing from the kitchen. “Now what?” I said aloud, and ran to catch the call before it rolled over to voice mail.

As I hit the connect button, Garland blurted out a string of sentences. “Promise, what is going on? I’ve been trying to reach you for an hour. Your home phone is out of order. I told you moving way out there was a big mistake. You will not believe what happened. About seven o’clock last night, some idiot shot at Becca Tournay, ran her off the road. She’s in Northside Hospital cut all to hell with windshield glass and who knows what all. Promise, are you there? Did you hear what I just said?”

Taking a steaming cup of coffee from Susan’s offering hand, I tried to digest what I was hearing. “Yes, Garland, I’m here. I didn’t realize my home phone was out. Calm down. Remember your high blood pressure, take a deep breath and give me the details.” I watched Daniel go back out the kitchen door and return, making a gesture with two fingers of scissors cutting. Remembering the telephone box was beside the utility room window, I nodded my understanding. The prowler had cut my phone lines.

“Yeah, you’re right. I’ve got to calm down. Details. Okay, details,” he repeated. “Here’s what I know. I got a call from Paulie Tournay. The hospital contacted him about Becca. I’m surprised she even had his phone number in her wallet. He told me he’s talked to his mother, briefly, and from what he can gather, she was headed back to Columbia on I 20 last evening when a vehicle pulled along beside her; then the driver swerved towards her and shot at her through the open window.”

“Did they hit her? Did she see the shooter?”

“No they. Just one person. And no, she wasn’t shot, just the car. She must still be pretty upset; she told Paulie the shooter looked like Richard Nixon. Can you believe that?”

I thought for a moment and it dawned on me I could believe that. “Garland, maybe the person who shot at Becca was wearing one of those Richard Nixon Halloween masks. You remember; they were the rage a few years ago. Weren’t they called Tricky-Dickey masks?”

“Well, that’s possible. I hadn’t thought of that. Anyway, she lost control, sideswiped a Mayfield Milk truck, then the guardrail—that’s when the windshield shattered—and ended up in the ditch. Paulie says her little pink Miata is totaled. Cripes, sports cars should be banned from the interstates. We should all drive Hummers. It’s a miracle she and the milk truck driver aren’t laid out in the morgue right now. Paulie said the police were at the hospital, and are saying it was probably a random drive-by shooting. Some crazy crack-head who hates sports cars, or blond white women, or seven o’clock traffic. Who knows?”

“Random drive by shooting?” I repeated. “Is that what the police are saying?”

“Well, yeah. That’s what they are saying. Why? You don’t sound convinced.”

“Well, I might be,” I told him, “if I didn’t have a strong feeling there is more to this Tournay business than you are sharing with me, my old friend. And, if someone had not cut my phone lines last night. And, if there weren’t a rather large dead snake skewered to my front door!”

“Snake? Promise, what the hell are you talking about? What does a snake have to do with Becca Tournay?”

“I don’t know, Garland. But, I’m going to find out.”

Once I explained, Garland seemed genuinely concerned about my prowler, just not concerned enough to be forthcoming with any additional information on the Tournay case. I knew he wasn’t lying to me; he just wasn’t telling all. That’s the way Garland is. I’m usually on a “need to know basis.” Likewise, since I was technically not working for him during my trip to Gainesville, I neglected to tell him about my conversation with Howell Bennett regarding Stella Tournay. We hung up with the understanding he would call me back later, after he had seen Becca.

The three of us at the “snake scene” decided Daniel would collect Susan’s friend, Melissa, and take her to Granny’s to mind the store for the remainder of the day. After that, he needed to finish delivering the mail on his regular route. Susan and I would wait for Sheriff Mac so I could file a report on the mysterious prowler.

As Daniel climbed into his pickup and waved a solemn goodbye, Susan couldn’t resist a small pique. “Wow Miz P., Daddy sure is being sweet to you—agreeing to go get Melissa and all. I happen to know she rubs him as raw as a three day pony ride.”

“Susan, don’t even go there. Your daddy is just being a gentleman.”

She rolled her eyes. “Umm. Maybe. Maybe not.”

I made a fresh pot of coffee and we sat in the kitchen, me opening the book on Carolingian art and Susan drumming black painted fingernails on the wood table while trying to be patient. I scanned through the thin volume of page after page of color photographs showing chalices brilliantly decorated with gold, jewelry fashioned of metal and precious stones, hammered bronze boxes heavily enameled with colored glass to give the effect of encrusted jewels. A few of the religious pictures were familiar scenes of Jesus enthroned, Mary and Jesus together, or multiple scenes on wood panels depicting New Testament stories of the crucifixion. Less familiar were the carved ivory book covers and fantastically detailed illuminated manuscripts of the Bible. I’d seen similar photographs of a few of the pieces in magazines over the years, though I hadn’t realized at the time the work was produced during the reign of Charlemagne. I was amazed at the art that had survived for over a thousand years.

“Listen to this, Susan,” I said, excited by a paragraph below one of the intricate mosaics of Jesus entering Jerusalem astride a donkey. “Tournay says the Carolingian period, lasting roughly from AD 780 to 900, created entirely new innovations in depicting the human figure. He says this work set the stage for the rise of Romanesque art, and eventually Gothic art in the Western world. Charlemagne’s artisans were unsurpassed in gold, bronze and enamel work. Good grief, art from the Carolingian period must be worth a fortune. I wonder where Tournay photographed all this stuff.”

Susan rolled her eyes and frowned. “Miz P. why are we sitting here looking at an art book, when someone is out there trying to scare you half to death?”

“Oh, Susan,” I answered with a sheepish smile. “I’m sorry; I need to fill you in on what I found out yesterday, don’t I?”

“Well, Duuh.… That would be nice! I’m kinda in the dark here.” I poured coffee for us and spent the next twenty or so minutes giving Susan a run down on what I knew that she didn’t, leaving out, of course, my dream of Stella Tournay hanging over the creek. When I got to Paul Tournay recounting his experience with the ghost figure, Susan asked me if I thought he really had seen the ghost of his grandmother. I had to consider that for a moment. I firmly believed Paul had seen something more than shadows. Was that something Stella Tournay? I wasn’t convinced of that, though I didn’t have a better answer at the moment. Except, Paul later reported seeing Mitchell with another woman. Could that woman have been sneaking away from the house after a rendezvous with Mitchell Sanders? No, that couldn’t be right. The ghost incidents were well before Mitchell moved into the house. Yet, Paul had said it was Mitchell who kept watch with him after he moved in to try and spot the ghost again. And according to Paul: Mitchell moves in, ghost goes away. How convenient. I wondered when Mitchell met his new love, and under what circumstances.

When my story was spent, I reminded Susan of the confidentiality of anything we would share and explained I could only share such information with her because she was technically working for me on the case. She pointed out that keeping everything a secret could get really sticky, now that Sheriff Mac would be expecting information about anyone who might want to prowl around my house, assuming I thought the Tournay case and the snake were related. She was right, of course, and in truth I wasn’t sure the two were related, though I would have made a small bet they were.

Susan was excited at the prospect of sorting out the Tournay puzzle with me, and full of questions. Being already suspicious of Garland Wang, one of her interesting questions was why Garland called me about Becca’s accident, since he had told me in our last conversation that my job was finished. If he really believed Becca was the victim of a random shooting, why call me? Susan’s question made me think. What was Garland’s hidden agenda? I was reminded of the Tarot card spread, The Knight of Swords, a possibly not entirely trustworthy person. And then there was the Wheel of Fortune card. Perhaps that card didn’t refer to me, personally, but to the whole Tournay case. I shook my head to clear some of the confusion. On the other hand, perhaps the cards said nothing useful. Perhaps I needed to stop trying to force pieces of information to fit and just go where my intuition took me. I could not shake the feeling that the whole business was about money, though not just who got the trust money. No, there was something else. Garland had been blasé about where the trust money originated, too blasé. He definitely didn’t want to share any information about where Tournay got the five million. I needed to follow the money, that’s what my intuition told me.

“I can see your mind churning, Miz P.” Susan said. “What are you thinking?”

I chewed the cuticle around my left thumb and tried to focus on what had happened so far, what my prowler didn’t want me to see, and what was worth the risk of shooting at Becca’s car. “I’m thinking I need to go to Garland’s office and look through the Tournay trust records.”

“Good idea.” Susan opened the manila folder containing her Internet information and a yellow pad. “Let’s make a list of things we need to find out.”

I looked across the table at her information. A diagram of little boxes listing salient points about Boo and Angel Turner filled an entire page. I was pleased and showed my satisfaction with a broad smile. “Good going, Susan. I’m a list and diagram maker too. It helps me focus on the facts and possibilities. I am impressed. Let’s see what you have?” I reached over and turned her pad towards me.

“Thanks Miz P. You know I could be your Billy Beale. We are a lot alike, I think. Except I don’t have an old war injury, of course.”

“Who is Billy Beale?”

“Oh, wow, Miz P. You got to get to know Billy. I read this great mystery writer, her last name is Winspear, and she has this character, Maisie Dobbs, who is a private investigator. She’s also a psychologist, by the way, just like you. She lives in London, after World War I. Maisie is very cool, very independent. Her able assistant is Billy Beale. He always researches and organizes the facts for Maisie in folders like these, or on little index cards, and between the two of them they solve the mysteries.”

I groaned. “Oh, Susan, this isn’t a mystery novel. It’s real life. And I am most certainly not a private investigator. I wear Pooh Bear pajamas, remember?”

Susan interrupted me, “You really are, sort of. Garland Wang’s cases always have you solving mysteries. What about the case he had you on where you connected all that stuff together and found out who was really behind the cigarette trucks being highjacked. I mean it’s true the Georgia state agents got all the credit, but you are the one who figured it out for them. And Mr. Wang sure was happy to get his client off the hook for the murder charge.”

“A fluke, Susan. Pure luck. I am a psychologist. I’m supposed to help clients struggle with the mysteries of the human mind, not solve crimes. I do some research for Garland because I need the money; that doesn’t make me a private investigator. It’s only research.”

“Well, I know that. But didn’t you tell me you wanted a rest from counseling, to be sort of retired? Maybe we could just take a few cases now and then. We could quietly put out the word that we are available for confidential inquiries, just like Maisie Dobbs. Nothing too way out. It could be a steady source of income to augment Granny’s Store. Just think about it.”

Regardless of the fact that any income would be a steady income compared to Granny’s monthly red ink, there was no way I wanted to become a private investigator. Still, Susan was so excited about the possibility; it was heartless to rain on her parade. “Well, we can think about it; but no commitments, not yet. Agreed? Right now we need to find out who is leaving dead snakes on my door, and why…” My sentence was broken off by the sound of Sheriff Mac’s car on the gravel drive.

He hugged Susan hello and introduced himself, being careful to look me sincerely in the eyes and shine a well-rehearsed smile on me. As we shook hands, I studied his face. There was a strong family resemblance between him and Susan’s dad; though to me the sculptured Allen face and dark eyes looked much more comfortable, more relaxed, on his cousin Daniel. I could imagine Mac preening before the mirror, practicing his politician’s smile and turning left, then right, to decide which would be the best camera angle. Re-election would be very important to this man. I doubt Daniel even looked in the mirror to comb his hair. In fact, I thought Daniel probably smoothed back his dark waves with his hands and not a comb. After the sheriff asked what time I’d heard the noises, and what I’d seen; he inspected the cut phone wires, and looked around the yard. Shortly, he was back on the porch, and Susan and I turned to face the front door, waiting patiently while he gave the snake a serious investigative look.

“Well,” he began, stretching the well out to sound like a paragraph of professional conclusions, “looks to me like we could have us some local devil worshipers, what with that star symbol painted in red before they knifed the snake up there. Or more likely, no offense meant Miz McNeal, just a bunch of kids rushing up Halloween, and trying to scare a flatlander.”

A voice bellowed from behind us. “They ain’t local, Mac. And they wasn’t kids. I can tell you that.”

The three of us turned to see Fletcher Enloe standing in the yard, and Sheriff Mac stepped down to shake hands with my neighbor. “Well, hello there Fletcher. Real good to see you. Haven’t seen you in too many Sundays. You know something about this nonsense?”

“Course I do,” he shot back. “You think I’d be a standing in somebody’s yard shooting my mouth off, if’n I didn’t?”

In an effort to mollify Enloe’s irritable nature, or just to insure his vote at the next election, Sheriff Mac answered with excessive respect. “Of course you wouldn’t Fletcher. I know you to be a man of few, but valuable, words. Tell me, if you don’t mind to, what do you know about this trespassing incident.”

“Mr. Enloe, “I interjected, “would you care to come up on the porch and have a cup of coffee?”

“I’ll take coffee, if it’s fresh. Down here in the yard, thank you.”

I didn’t blame him. I wanted to be as far away from the dead snake as I could get, too. “Certainly, “I replied. “Cream and sugar? How about you, Sheriff?”

Both men nodded yes to cream and sugar and Susan volunteered to get mugs for all. Even though I’d had so much coffee already that I felt like Superman—able to leap tall buildings with a single bound—I didn’t reject Susan’s offer. I think I felt the need to hold something warm and comforting while studying an impaled snake on my door. “By the way Sheriff, what kind of snake is that?”

Mac motioned back to the door with his thumb and replied. “That there is not a mountain snake. If I ain’t mistaken, it’s one of them Bald Python creatures folks with more money than sense buy in the pet stores. I’d say the snake was dead before they pinned it to the door. And all that red stuff, including the mess on the floor made to look like blood, is plain ole red barn paint. If you get close enough you can smell it. You can buy that paint anywhere, including the Ace hardware store in town. That knife though, now that I’ll want to do some checking on. It looks like a standard army knife, could be from a million second hand stores. We’ll see. Could be it was used for some other crime here abouts.”

Susan brought coffee and Enloe and Mac sipped silently. I drank mine thinking that Perry County, North Carolina, does not have a pet store that sells reptiles; though there must be at least twenty that deal in exotic snakes in Atlanta. Enloe continued to stand alongside Sheriff Mac in the yard and drink his coffee with concentration. The sheriff was the first to speak. “Now then, Fletcher, what do you want to tell us?”

Enloe cleared his throat and gave his account of the night before. “I was working late last night. Must have been nigh on three o’clock. As you know, most folks coming from town take the airport road out here and that brings them right past my front windows. That’s where I was, don’t you see, that’s how come I saw the vehicle coming down the road real slow like. I wondered who the hell’d be out that time of night, so I turned off the desk lamp and watched. They cut the headlights and pulled in my drive, and then I reckon they realized they had the wrong house, so they eased back out into the road. They didn’t cut the headlights back on until they was well down from my house. I could make out the lights go back on, and then they cut them again. I figured they pulled into Miz Promise’s drive. Knew that wasn’t right. They was up to no good. That’s when I got my rifle and cut through the pine thicket twixt our houses. By the time I got over here, I couldn’t see a lot cause it was still raining some.

“They left the car up yonder at the head of her drive, pointed out towards the main road. Guess they thought that was pretty smart. I seen there was two of them. The driver, a kinda short feller, went around to the back door; and the other, a pretty tall drink of water, wearing a long rain slicker with a hood, went to the front. They didn’t seem to be trying to break into the house, so I didn’t see no need then to shoot’em. But I watched them real good. Directly, they got back into the vehicle and eased real slow up the drive with the lights off. About that time, all the floodlights on the outside of the house went on. I heard the vehicle head back east towards my house and town; didn’t see nothing else about them from where I stood.” Enloe pointed to the cluster of white pines separating his house from mine. “I hunkered down over there for a spell to see if they was coming back. They didn’t. The outside lights stayed on, so I figured Miz Promise was awake and no harm was done. I never saw the fools hang that ugly snake on the door. I’d probably taken a shot at them, if I’d seen that thing hanging up there. The tall one in the slicker must’ a had it hid in a sack on my blind side whilst he went up to the door.”

Sheriff Mac listened to the story; then walked over to the wooded area where Enloe had said he watched the house. “Well, hell, Fletcher, from where you was hiding, it’s a wonder you saw as much as you did. I see you did have a clear rifle shot at the one messing around at the back door, though.”

Enloe looked disgusted. “Of course I did, Sheriff Mac,” he called out in the sheriff’s direction. “You think I didn’t learn nothing in Korea about choosing my target? The shorter one headed for the back door was carrying a big set of bolt cutters. Did I mention that? If he’d touched that back door, he’d be singing at the pearly gates by now.”

“I believe that, Fletcher,” Sheriff Mac said. “I know you’re a cracker-jack shot.” He scratched his neck lightly and thought for a minute. Finally he asked, “So, Fletcher, how come you know they wasn’t local?”

Fletcher Enloe looked at Sheriff Mac as though he had less brains than a piece of saltwater taffy. “Well, I can tell a North Carolina truck tag, even if it is dark. And that one wasn’t. It was Georgia. I couldn’t cite you the county, but I saw that big old orangey Georgia peach stamped on it.”

“Could you tell the color and make of the vehicle, Fletcher?”

“Only that it was a light colored SUV, white maybe, maybe Chevy, Ford, Jeep, They all look alike to me. Couldn’t make out the tag number, excepting the first two letters, YU, I think. Blame fool cataracts make it hard to see as good as I used to.” With the last remark, Fletcher Enloe handed his coffee mug to Susan and nodded a thank you. “Well, that’s it Sheriff. I don’t know nothing else. I’ll be getting back on home now. You know where I am, if you need me.” He looked in my direction, avoiding eye contact. “Mostly relieved you wasn’t hurt, girl,” he said to me as he turned to walk away.

Fletcher was several feet away before I found my tongue. “Mr. Enloe,” I called out, “thank you. Thank you for coming over here to see about me. Thank you.” I waved him goodbye. He pretended not to hear me, then waved back, before he disappeared into the pine thicket.

Sheriff Mac made a pretense of looking for the prowler’s tire tracks in the drive and shook his head with discouragement. Even I could see the gravel masked any tire patterns or footprints. After going through the community servant speech about how the department would do the best they could, he admitted it would be almost impossible to catch the prowlers, unless they returned. Sheriff Mac reminded me to call 911 if I needed assistance and promised to check with the closest neighbors beyond Enloe’s house to see if they heard or saw anything unusual. He also reminded me to call the phone company to have the wires repaired. I thought it odd he didn’t ask any questions about who might want to frighten me. He probably thought the incident was as random as Garland’s description of Becca’s drive-by shooting.

As to the snake, Sheriff Mac extracted the knife from my door with his handkerchief wrapped around the handle and let both snake and knife fall into a black plastic bag that he deposited in the trunk of his cruiser. “Well,” I said to Susan, as we waved goodbye to the Sheriff, “I think I’ll go ahead and paint the whole door red. They say a red door keeps out the evil spirits. What do you think?”

“I think you are much too cheerful for someone who had a dead snake on her door not two minutes ago.”

I rubbed my hands together. “Ah, my dear, the plot thickens,” I said as I headed back into the house.

“What does that mean, Miz P? You know something. Come on, you have to tell me,” Susan pleaded as she followed.

Once back in the kitchen, I checked Mamma Cat’s food bowl and stroked her skinny furry head. “You, my pet, are the best watch cat in the county! I love you, I love you.” She was very appreciative and purred in return. Suddenly I was very hungry. “Let’s have cinnamon toast. How many pieces can you eat?”

“Two, and tell me why you are smiling.”

I waved the butter knife triumphantly. “Because, I think I know at least one of the prowlers.”

“No way! Who?” She exclaimed, and retrieved the bread from the pantry.

“Mitchell Sanders.”

“The lover guy Paul Tournay sacked? Make mine heavy on the cinnamon.”

“Sure, lots of cinnamon. Mitchell Sanders’ white Ford Explorer was parked at Paul’s when I got there. A Georgia tag, I might add. And I bet he doesn’t want Paul to give Becca control of the trust, because he still thinks he can scam some for himself.”

“No offense, Miz P. but that is pretty thin. There are about a million light colored SUV’s with Georgia tags. And besides, how would Mitchell Sanders know where you lived?”

“How? I’ll tell you how. When I left Paul’s house yesterday and got back into my Subaru, I had to move papers from the driver’s side seat. Bills I needed to mail. I thought maybe I’d not tucked them under the visor well enough and they’d fallen on the seat. Now I realize Mitchell had rummaged around in my car before he left, probably trying to figure out who I was. He found the bills, bills with my return address on them.”

“So, you think Mitchell Sanders is behind the doll thing, the snake, and shooting at Becca Tournay?”

I nodded my head. “Could be. He might profit if Paul keeps control of the trust, and he had plenty of time to shoot at Becca in Atlanta and make it up here by three am. My guess is that Mitchell Sanders thinks I would stay in North Carolina and busy myself with finding out who nailed a snake to my door, and that wouldn’t leave me time to interfere with his plans for Paul and the trust. Course, Fletcher Enloe said there were two of them. The question is: who is the second person, and why is that person so invested in keeping my nose out of the Tournay trust? Mitchell must be just a part of the equation. The tall person in the rain slicker is the other part. I feel it in my bones.” Susan looked interested, though skeptical, and rightly so. There were a lot of questions and not a lot of answers. Two things I did know: Mitchell Sanders would lead us to the tall person wearing the long rain slicker, and somehow Stella Tournay’s murder was part of the picture.

“I’m with you, Miz P. You see, I told you. This really is a mystery. What are we going to do next?”

“Get your pad, Susan. Let’s make a plan. The first thing is for me to make an appointment go over the trust records at Garland’s office. Tomorrow, if possible. And, I’ll call Paul Tournay to ask if he has talked to Mitchell Sanders again. Who knows? The two lovers may have kissed and made up. Later today we need to go through Paul Tournay, Sr.’s book. There is a clue there somewhere, and I need your help to find it. We also need to compare notes again on Boo Turner.”

Susan’s hands went up to slap the sides of her head. “Crap,” she shrieked.

“What is it? What’s wrong?”

“It’s the Turner’s. I forgot to tell you about this.” She reached inside her manila folder and handed me a single sheet of paper.

Slanting the paper towards the light, I squinted to make out the face on the page. “Who is this? The copy is pretty washed out.”

Taking a deep breath, Susan continued her story. “Well, I went back on line and looked up Angel Turner through a couple of advanced search engines.” Whatever an advanced search engine was—I nodded my head feigning understanding, and tried to hide the computer knowledge gap between our generations. “Yeah, isn’t that way cool?” I nodded more vigorously, pretending I not only knew what she was talking about; but was thrilled with it. “Under one of the periodical searches I came up with this article in the South Carolina Islander—it’s one of those upscale Chamber of Commerce slicks that promotes local business and culture.”

Even on a fuzzy printout from the computer, the young woman shown was quite striking. “Wow, so this is Angel Turner? She looks like an African princess or maybe even….”

Susan finished my sentence. “A fashion model. Is that what you were going to say?” Actually I was going to say actress, model was close enough. “Well, she was a fashion model. Scan down the article to about the middle. You’ll see she was with some high class agency in New York for several years, before going home to St. Helena to open her antiques business.”

I read through the article and studied her photograph again. The woman was elegant, long graceful neck, chiseled cheeks, and judging by comparing her to the others pictured, she was tall. “Well, well, isn’t this interesting? She must be Boo Turner’s granddaughter.”

“Yeah, and Angel seems to be quite the entrepreneur,” Susan commented. “Boy, I envy her hair. Look at all that long gorgeous stuff. If I spent a week in the beauty salon, they couldn’t get mine to do that. What do they call that style? I forget.”

“That style, my dear,” I replied, remembering Paul Tournay’s description of the woman with Mitchell at the restaurant, “is called corn rows. Takes hours and hours to do, and costs as much as my Subaru.”

Susan narrowed her eyes with disbelief.

“Well, maybe not quite as much as my Subaru, but a lot more than I spend for haircuts in a year. Course that isn’t saying much.”

Susan was definitely excited by her discovery. “I can tell this little old magazine article is more important than I originally thought, Miz P. What does it mean?”

“Paul Tournay tells me Sanders is an antiques dealer, and your article says Angel Turner has antique shops in Beaufort and in Atlanta. Paul also says he caught Mitchell in an intimate little scene with a beautiful, tall, black woman. I want you to call the number for Boo Turner down in South Carolina. Call from Granny’s because that phone has a block on it to keep it from being traced—thanks to the Goddard twins. Just see who answers the phone at Turner’s house. Let’s see if Angel is there. Wouldn’t it be interesting if she weren’t there; and we could link Mitchell Sanders with Angel Turner?

Susan frowned. “I’ll call. But I have no idea what it would mean if the two know each other.”

“I ‘m not sure either. Let’s do it anyway. Call it fishing.”
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“Read the directions and directly you will be directed in the
right direction…” ……The Doorknob, Alice’s Adventures in
Wonderland by Lewis Carroll.

10.
 

Graduate school taught me that the Swiss psychologist Carl Jung coined the word “synchronicity” to explain events we might view as ordinary coincidence, except the occurring events seem to have extraordinary personal meaning. Jung taught that these events could connect with unresolved emotion and bring that emotion closer to the surface, and perhaps even engender resolution. For instance, after my divorce my sales job sent me to Savannah for a meeting. I hated my job and loathed sales meetings. To delay the unpleasant I took a train from Atlanta to Savannah, meeting a pleasant woman from Iowa. We shared experiences of being single moms as we passed the miles of flat middle Georgia landscape. I learned she was an emergency room nurse who hated to fly, also headed to Savannah for a meeting. I confided I wanted to go back to school to become a counselor, but couldn’t manage the tuition, not with a son to raise and an ex-husband who considered his child support less important than his sailboat payments. As it turned out, her meeting was for a foundation that awarded scholarships to single moms. With her sponsorship I received a scholarship, and coupled with student loans, found myself sitting in a classroom learning about Carl Jung.

Coincidence was both of us being single moms traveling to Savannah for a meeting. Synchronicity was meeting her at a critical time in my life. I believe what we call good luck, or even bad luck, or intuition, as well as psychic knowledge, and my sometimes-disturbing dreams, are all rooted in the universe’s rules of synchronicity. How these rules operate is a mystery to me, I just know the rules are at work, continuously. During my early years as a counselor, I found accompanying a client on a journey to recognize those patterns of synchronicity immensely gratifying. I came to believe when we pay close attention to the significance of what that synchronicity could mean to our own inner journey, and then participate in the event with purpose, we ride the miraculous oneness of our universe.

Lofty thinking for so early in the morning, I told myself, as I aimed my Subaru south to Atlanta for the second time this week. Did I still believe in synchronicity and our oneness with the universe? That was an easy question. Yes, I did. So what happened to me? When did walking the journey with a client to find the synchronicities stop being gratifying? That was a harder question. Somewhere along the way I began to doubt I had a gift for helping anyone, and was profoundly frustrated with so many long journeys and not enough destinations. Still, I was the one who kept a sign on my desk that read, “I am here for the journey, not the destination.” My nagging Should-Girl Committee member reminded me it was my own fault if I couldn’t focus on the journey—only the journey. I changed lanes to pass a truck heavily loaded with great orange pumpkins, then sipped my coffee and reminded myself that nobody “cures” anyone else. The person wanting to be healed does the job of healing. Yet, too often I sensed I was more invested in my clients’ wellness than they were. The stripped down, ugly truth was I became sick and tired of listening to so much complaining and so little willingness to take responsibility, to do the necessary work for healing, because like anything worthwhile, healing is hard work. I should know that from personal experience, being the evader of hard work that I am.

As I remembered the frustrations, just before I closed my practice, I think the last straw was a client I’d worked with for several months—she of the “oh, poor pitiful me” variety—who, in my professional opinion, suffered from a lifetime of acute selfishness, and a severe absence of gratitude. I had the overwhelming urge to get right up in her beautiful pampered face and yell, “Just put on your big girl panties and deal with it. That’s what the rest of the world does.” A couple of days later, I found a ceramic bobble-head do-dad thing that said just that. So I replaced my “here for the journey” sign with the silly little woman tugging up her pink panties. Maybe I should have gotten therapy myself, instead of retiring. Certainly my education taught me that if my client were skilled at taking responsibility, she would not be my client. Ah well, for better or for worse, forty-five days later, I bought Granny’s Store and my house on the creek.

My thoughts drifted back to Fletcher Enloe’s jabs about January McNeal. Could my great grandfather have lived in Perry County? Was I drawn to that Western Carolina location by something other than what seemed to be a good real estate deal? Was Carl Jung’s theory at work, again, in my life? I committed myself to some serious genealogy sleuthing as soon as this business with Paul Tournay was settled.

I drove south; passed through Cleveland and picked up Georgia 400 just outside Dahlonega. My heart ached to hear Luke’s voice and know he was safe. No point in stopping back in Dahlonega though. He wasn’t there. All I could do was pray he would call me soon. I forced myself back to the Tournay case, and another verity of the human condition. We are all a stirring pot of desires and needs, and I could see those converging forces playing out with Becca and Paul. Both needed love, and then worked at cross-purposes for finding love. Becca’s angry defensive personality, desiring punishment for a son she should have cherished, resenting him for his place in her father’s heart, precluded her from love. Mitchell Sanders was needy for money and security he thought Paul’s five million dollar trust would provide. And Becca’s father, what had he needed? What had it been like for him to live with the knowledge he killed Stella? If indeed he had killed Stella. Would that act have crippled his spirit and diminished his ability to show love for his daughter? Then there was Stella, of course. Explosive, tormented Stella. What did she want from me? What motivated her to visit my dreams?

How about Boo Turner? Where did he and his granddaughter, Angel, fit into the puzzle? I had a growing sense of a connection, one that began to flower the night before as Susan and I studied Paul Tournay’s book. I could not see the shape or color of that connection, yet I felt its breath as surely as I would a stranger’s standing behind me in the dark. After I learned what I could about the trust from Garland’s records, I’d have another talk with Paul. His grandfather may have shared more than he’d volunteered. I relished the last sip of lukewarm coffee and anchored my red and white Dunkin Donuts cup in the holder. My mouth watered thinking about a couple of warm, yeasty donuts. How could I even think about something sweet this morning after all the sugar I ingested last night?

Yes, last night. It was dusk. I stood at the kitchen window looking out into the yard where a young stand of sugar maples, swaying in the rising breeze, was just beginning to show tinges of orange fall color. The previous night’s rain had sent drier browning oak leaves to the ground, where they lay billowed against the tree trunks. Winter was marching into Appalachia. In an hour it would be dark, cold enough for a fire in the fireplace and quilts on the bed. I wondered if the steady breeze would be enough to keep fog from forming. I hoped so; I was a little girl trapped in a dark closet when the fog smothered around me. Farther beyond the kitchen window my three resident crows assembled on the pasture fence rail to scream torments at each other for reasons known only to them.

Daniel leaned against the butcher-block countertop, his booted ankles crossed, hat in one hand, holding a grocery bag stuffed with clothes and toiletries for Susan in the other. Her black bristled hairbrush protruded from the bag like a periscope. He was mounting an argument for Susan staying the night with me, but I found it hard to focus on his words. The cawing of the crows took me beyond the room and the expanse of my yard, deep into the shadowy forest climbing the mountain behind my house. I thought of the wagon I’d heard in the early morning. The sluggish metallic laboring of wheels and an image of a gaunt January McNeal standing in the bed of the wagon, gray mane of hair tousled by an early morning wind, was still fresh in my mind. My stomach quivered and I thought I smelled charred wood. I knew I would have to walk the abandoned road climbing Fire Mountain soon, to satisfy my need to know if the wagon I heard was real, or a dream layered in early morning consciousness.

“Promise, are you hearing me?” Daniel asked.

I physically turned to Daniel, leaving Fire Mountain behind. “Yes, Daniel. You’ll get no argument from me. I’m glad for Susan’s company tonight.”

“Good,” he continued. “I doubt your prowlers will come back with another vehicle parked in the yard; but just in case I stopped at Fletcher’s coming over and told him the plan. He’ll be listening out again tonight, while he’s working late in his front room.”

“Buying and selling merchandise on EBay, I bet,” I interrupted.

Daniel frowned. “Lord, woman, I hadn’t figured you for the nosy type. Lucky for you he is up late, wouldn’t you say?”

I was chastised. “Yes, lucky for me,” I replied and smiled.

“Fletcher will call me if he hears or sees anything out of sorts. I can be here in fifteen minutes, but even fifteen minutes can be a long time if you are frightened, so leave the outside lights on and try not to panic. And don’t go shooting out into the yard. You might hit a deer, or shoot Fletcher. I told him to stay home, course that old man marches to his own drum, so I wouldn’t trust him not to come over here.”

Susan came into the kitchen from the front of the house. “Hey Daddy. Who you talking about shooting somebody?”

“Nobody is shooting anybody. I don’t even own a gun,” I announced.

Susan and Daniel gave each other a knowing look and then shook their heads, as though in pity. “Miz P.” Susan spoke to me as she would a somewhat doltish relative, “You live twenty miles from nowhere. In the mountains. We got snakes, coyotes and bears. A girl alone needs a gun. Don’t worry, me and Daddy will get you a good rifle and teach you how to shoot it.”

“No, I don’t want a rifle. I’d probably just shoot myself in the foot. I hate guns.” I noticed a burned thatch of weeds in Susan’s right hand and smelled a strong unpleasant brackish odor in the kitchen. “Susan, what is that stuff? It smells like singed hair.”

Susan raised her weed filled hand, sending more burned hair smell in my direction. “This here is wormwood, witch hazel, and mugwort. You’ve got it growing all over the back of your property. I picked it while you were in the shower, and I’ve been making a circle around the house, burning it as I go. Smudging for protection, just like my MaMa Allen always does at her house. And you better believe no prowler ever crossed her door yard!”

Daniel smiled indulgently at his daughter. Though repulsed by the strong order, I was fascinated. “Your grandmother taught you to do that? Is she an herbalist?”

“Well, I’m not sure what you’d call her, but she knows everything about everything that grows here in the mountains. Actually, she’s my great-grandmother. She’s eighty-two. Sharpe as a whittled stick. You’d like her.”

Daniel must have realized I was counting years. “My daddy’s mother died when he was nine. MaMa Allen is my granddaddy’s second wife. Married her when my Daddy was sixteen. She was closer to my dad’s age when she married Grandpa. Guess the idea of older men marrying young didn’t raise as many eyebrows then as it does now.”

Raising my own eyebrows, I suppressed an angry thought about my ex-husband and his folly for young women. Bless his little black heart.

Susan continued her thread of thought. “I think Granny and Miz P. would like each other. Don’t you think so, Daddy?”

Daniel tilted his head slightly and gave me an intense look, hesitating just for a moment. “Well, maybe. They do seem to favor one another some. You know MaMa, Susan, she doesn’t suffer fools in silence.”

I felt my face flush with anger. “Are you saying I’m a fool, Daniel?”

Susan howled in laughter and poked gently at Daniel’s arm. “You put your foot in it now, Daddy!”

Daniel slapped his Stetson back on his head and dropped the bag for Susan on the counter. “No, that is not what I’m saying. I swear, Dr. McNeal, you can’t see a compliment coming on a freight train. I’m leaving now. I got cows to tend.”

Susan disposed of the remainder of her weeds, or should I say herbs. We warmed up left over pot roast from the refrigerator for an early supper, and about seven o’clock she drove down to Granny’s to call the phone number for Boo Turner in South Carolina. According to Susan’s report, an answering machine with a dusky, sexy voice, told her the Turners were unavailable and gave a cell phone number to call. She waited an hour and called again. Same message. When she returned, we got to work on Tournay’s book, Carolingian Art: Diverging Genius, taking turns reading the book aloud.

I went first. After several scholarly pages of text laying out a historical landscape of Europe in the late 700’s, Tournay moved on to the crowning of Charlemagne as King of the Franks in 771, and his concerted efforts to consolidate fragmented regions of Europe into a unified Christian state. Tournay explained that Christianity at that time was primarily an eastern religion with the central church located in Constantinople. For the next twenty-five years after Charlemagne united the Franks in Europe, he mounted a series of bloody military campaigns against the “aggressive, pagan” Saxons, Lombardy, Westfali, and, apparently, just about any other non-Christian group he could march against. By 800 AD, the Carolingian Empire reached from Aquitaine in South West France to the River Vistula in Poland, and Europe was well on its way to being Christian. “Not bad for a king without heat seeking missiles or armored tanks,” I remarked, trying to lighten up the dry text. Susan was unimpressed. By this point she was fidgeting in her chair with boredom and I was not far behind. I turned the book towards her to give her a full view of a color portrait of the crowned, jeweled robed Charlemagne, described by the author as being handsome, well over six foot tall, of stout body, with beautiful white hair and beard.

Susan raised a dark eyebrow. “Charming. Doesn’t look like a murderer of thousands now does he? Do you think he could have possibly misread Jesus’ message about compassion and bringing converts into the church?” Susan’s sarcasm was evident. She didn’t think any more of Charlemagne’s conversion tactics than I did.

We both questioned what, if anything, Tournay’s book had to do with recent events. I didn’t have an answer to the question, but felt there was something singularly odd about Tournay choosing such an obscure topic for a book. The man was a cabaret entertainer in France, then a landscape painter and painting teacher for the remainder of his life. He was educated, but not a medieval scholar. This book seemed to be his only foray into antiquities. What was his interest in artifacts from Charlemagne’s time? I had spent too many years working with people to believe choices are random. No. Paul Tournay had a good reason for publishing a book devoted to antiquities. Scanning down a couple of pages, I picked up again, reading to Susan, “His dedication to the forceful spreading of Christianity gained him the title of Holy Roman Emperor when Pope Leo III crowned him on Christmas Day, 800 AD. The new Emperor’s passion for remnants of a previous Roman culture as the birthplace of early Christianity, his love for all things Byzantium born from Mediterranean culture, and a drive to carry the Christian message contained in the Latin Bible drove Charlemagne to find expressions of his spiritual view through talented artisans of the times. Thus, as Emperor, he had the means and opportunity to forge through those various artists what we know as Carolingian art.”

Susan yawned and rubbed her eyes.

“Okay, now we get to the pretty colored pictures,” I offered, and opened the book flat on the table. Even though it was a slim volume, just one hundred and ten pages of text and color plates, the photographs were excellent. With informative paragraphs accompanying each color picture, Paul Tournay made a skillful argument that this period was innovative and seminal for the creation of later Romanesque and Gothic art.

Susan’s interest was sparked by a color plate of a enameled three part panel of Jesus enthroned in gold, his halo bejeweled in reds, blues and yellow, his eyes piercing black stones, which seem to look into eternity. Seated apostles turned toward Jesus filled each side panel. “How did they do that?” she asked. “The figures are painted head on, sort of flat looking, but the faces look three dimensional.” I had to agree, the artistry was phenomenal.

As we moved through the book, Tournay pictured intricate illuminated Bible manuscripts, enamels of Biblical scenes, metalwork objects used for churches and private households, carved ivory book covers, alter pieces fashioned from gold, filigreed enameled incense burners, and elaborate enameled encrusted crucifixes. Each text for the pictures brought the reader forward in time to compare like works of later periods given root in the Carolingian period. Cluny, Limoges, Rheims, and Tours were cited several times as origins of some of the later more accomplished works. Limoges appeared over and over again. “Susan, Paul Tournay was from Paris, or thereabouts. He spent the war in Paris, anyway. Isn’t Limoges near Paris?”

“Yeah, I think so. Why does that matter? Tournay studied art in France. He was French. France is a relatively small county. Over there, everything is close to something else famous. Believe me, I’ve been to Europe. A person gets historical overload in about twenty-four hours. Their cities were ancient when we were still trying to drain the swamps to build Washington, DC.”

“Umm. I guess. You know this book was published in the early sixties. Where do you suppose he got the photographs? They are so, so good.”

Susan drew the book closer. “I think an author usually makes a credit for the photograph below the picture.” She studied several photographs and turned a couple of pages forward. “That’s funny. There are no credits with the pictures. Oh, wait,” she flipped to the end of the book, “Here it is. He’s numbered the photos and then matched the numbers with acknowledgements for them at the back.”

We scanned down the list of photo credits matched with the numbered color plates. “Interesting. Look at that, Susan. Six, ten, fourteen, twenty. Twenty of the photos say they are by the author. And look, if you go back to the pictures, he gives you the origin of each piece, but not always the current location. You know, such and such museum or whatever. None of his own pictures cite current locations. Why would he do that? Doesn’t a credit usually tell you what museum or collection currently owns the piece? Why give some locations and not all?”

“I don’t know,” Susan answered. “Maybe he didn’t know where they were. Honestly this whole thing is so boring I’m having trouble caring about any of it.” She rose and paced the kitchen, arms crossed and mouth pursing from side to side, thinking. “Still, it’s like you said. Why did Tournay choose such an obscure subject? He could have written about landscape painters of the nineteenth century, or Dutch Masters, something he knew more about. Maybe he did his masters thesis on old Charlemagne.”

“I don’t think so. That wasn’t in the info I found about him on the Internet. You’d think if he was some authority on medieval art, the bio would have said so.” I was mulling over Tournay’s possible motives for writing the book, so I did what I do to get my mind focused on a stubborn puzzle. I retrieved a half-gallon of Turtle Tracks ice cream from the freezer and two spoons from the drawer.

Susan and I sat silently and ate the delicious concoction of vanilla, chocolate and caramel flavors from the carton until she spoke again. “You know, Miz P. I can’t think of any reason he left out some locations of the art pieces, unless…” Susan licked the back of her spoon before diving in for another turn.

“Unless,” I repeated and finished her sentence, my spoon overflowing with melting ice cream, “unless, he didn’t want to say where the art pieces were located.”

She nodded in agreement. “That’s exactly what I was thinking.”

“Tournay obviously knew all of the art pieces well. He knew who owned them, and where they were located. Otherwise he couldn’t have taken the photographs. What if….?” My mind skipped ahead.

Susan’s eyes narrowed as she began to grasp where I was going. “You mean, what if he didn’t have to look very far to photograph some of the stuff?”

“Exactly.” I pushed the ice cream container away from me. “Yuck. If I eat anymore of this stuff, I’m going to throw up.”

“Me, too. Where’s the Alka Seltzer?”
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“If one does not know to which port one is
sailing, no wind is favorable.”
…..Lucius Annaeus Seneca

11.
 

The Atlanta suburb of Roswell was one exit away when my cell phone rang. I rummaged frantically amid the mess in my purse and managed to dig the phone out one ring before it rolled over to voice mail. “Hello, Hello.”

“Hey, Promise, “Garland began, sounding equally frantic—though I doubted it was because he couldn’t find his cell phone in his purse. “I got your message. I have court today in Gwinnett County. The files are in the conference room. I still think looking into the trust is a waste of time, and has nothing to do with the snake on your door, or Becca’s drive-by shooter, but go ahead and read to your heart’s content. Paige will take care of you. Just remember, we won on the trust issue. Becca gets control. Paul gets the house. Course, he still gets income from the trust, so why complain? Right? One more thing—I talked to Becca and she says her son could be involved in shooting incident.”

“That is ridiculous. The woman is nuts!”

“Nuts?” I could hear him snickering. “Is that your professional opinion? Maybe Paul changed his mind, decided to shoot her instead of sharing. Greed usually wins. Nasty human trait, but it’s who we are.”

“Paul wouldn’t shoot at his mother,” I countered with conviction, but no real facts to back up my statement.

“And you are sure of that because…?”

I didn’t know why I was so sure, I just was. “Because the man is a great cook. A mundane little gun would not be the weapon of choice for a creative cook.”

Laughter streamed from my phone out into the car. The sound was contagious and I was happy to make both of us a little lighter for the day.

“Right. Another professional observation? Make sure you tell the DA that if they decide to build a case against him. In the meantime, can you check him out again while you are in town? Find out where he was when Becca’s car was being used as target practice. Back on the client’s payroll, of course.”

“Sure,” I happily volunteered, not telling Garland I wanted to see Paul anyway about his grandfather’s textbook.

“I’m at the courthouse now. Gotta go. And Promise, one last thing, I’m counting on you to keep Paul Tournay in line. Look at the records if you want to, just don’t make mountains out of mud hills. This little piece of trust work has gotten way out of hand. I want it over with by the time Becca is able to sign a check for the balance of my fee.”

Before I could correct his homespun idiom from mud hill to “mole hill,” Garland hung up. While traffic moved fitfully at starts and stops, I rooted around in my purse again, this time for Paul Tournay’s home number. There was no answer, so I called his cell phone. He answered, relaxed and cheerful. “Paul Tournay here, who’s calling please?”

He certainly didn’t sound like the kind of man who would don a Richard Nixon mask and try to kill his own mother; but then, I had to remind myself that to my knowledge, I had never had a would-be killer as a client. “Ah, Paul. This is Dr. McNeal, Promise. How are you this morning?”

“Actually, I am right as rain today.”

He did sound unusually chipper. Right as rain, molehills, this was a morning full of trite expressions. “Lovely, happy to hear that. How is your mother?”

“I talked to her last night as her supper was being served. I believe the word she used was “swill.” Judging by her complaints, I’d say she is doing great. She says the doctors will probably release her tomorrow morning, so she’s going back to Columbia. I offered to drive her over; but she’s already called someone from the leasing company to bring her a new Miata, pink of course. She insists on driving herself. Personally, I don’t think she’s in any shape to be on the road; but Becca is Becca and if she says she’s driving, then hell better make a path for her.”

“You sound concerned.”

“Well, I am. Becca hasn’t exactly been a June Cleaver mom, but then I’m no Beaver either. The accident must have been terrifying.” Paul hesitated and then continued, “You know, Dr. McNeal, I’m having trouble believing this was a random act of violence. Especially after that crazy doll thing. What do you think?”

I took a deep breath and thought for a moment about my answer. I wasn’t sure I was ready to share what I thought with Paul right now. “I’m having trouble with that too, Paul. Can we get together later today and talk? I could come over to your house, say around one o’clock? I could stop by Henri’s bakery and bring lunch. I’ve been craving one of their ham on rye sandwiches for days.”

Paul did not hesitate. “You know, I would like that, Dr. McNeal. It would be good to see you again, even if you do technically work for the other side. I have one stop to make at our set designer’s shop, just off Chattahoochee Avenue. I’ll be home well before one.”

“Paul, since we are sharing Henri’s sandwiches, please call me Promise.”

“Well,” he replied, with a relaxed laugh, “I always obey a lady’s wishes. I’ll see you around one o’clock, Promise.”

“Sounds good. Do you want ham?”

“No, I don’t eat beef or pork. I’ll have the turkey with provolone.”

“No problem. And Paul, one last thing. I’ve read your grandfather’s book on Carolingian art. He must have really loved that period of history. Did he own any of the artifacts he wrote about? Maybe display pieces around the house.”

“Oh, my Lord, I can’t believe you waded through that dry piece of work. I loved Papa dearly, but what a boring book! I can’t say I remember Papa having any medieval stuff around the house—except the knight carved on the front door, and I’m pretty sure that’s a reproduction. He painted mostly landscapes, and we always had canvas propped up all over the house, but I don’t remember any old art.”

Paul was quiet for a moment. I sensed he was searching for some scrap of memory, so I waited. After several seconds, he spoke again. “There is one small box Papa gave me when I was a teenager. I remember he made a big issue of telling me he realized it didn’t look like much to me then, but one day I would understand why I had to promise not to part with it. I guess he thought I was just a dumb kid, might throw it away or something. I guess I was pretty dumb; but still, I wouldn’t part with that box for anything. Mitchell bugged me for ages to have it appraised. Somehow that felt, I don’t know, sort of disloyal to Papa. Like I was sneaking a look at a price tag on a Christmas gift. Besides, if it’s worth five dollars or five hundred, I still wouldn’t sell it. I think Mitchell finally got it into his thick head how much I love the box, because he stopped pestering me about an appraisal. Another one of those unattractive Mitchell traits: the man thinks everything is for sale.”

Yes, I could imagine Mitchell would think that way. “A box, you say? That’s interesting. So you still have it?”

“Oh yes! It has been on my dresser since Papa gave it to me. I keep loose change in it. I’ll show it to you when you come over, if you like.”

“Yes, I would like that very much, Paul. I’ll see you later. Take care now.” I hung up feeling a tiny bit guilty about prying information from Paul about his grandfather and the Carolingian art connection. I could have come clean and told him his dead grandmother was nudging me from the grave to solve her murder—somehow that did not seem like a good idea. Better to shoulder the guilt of prying.

You know, there is something so very charming and genteel about an English accent. I swear, Paige could tell me I had a face like a dried up South Georgia pothole, and I’d be all over myself thanking her. I wonder if she had the same effect on Garland. No, it was not her voice that made him smile. Being beautiful is still solid currency, brains or no brains. Paige was fortunate: she possessed beauty and brains, plus the upper class accent. When I stepped off the elevator into Wang and Wang’s eighth floor offices, the beautiful Paige was not up front behind the telephone brain center of Garland’s law practice. Another young woman explained Paige had just stepped to the kitchen for her midmorning tea break, and she would show me to the conference room. That was fine with me. All I wanted was to dive into the Tournay trust information. I could listen to Paige’s lovely English accent some other time.

Two cardboard storage boxes were on the conference room table, the same type of boxes I use to dump all my business records in during the year, before I panic on April 1 and sit down to sort out the various cryptic pieces of paper in order to do my income taxes. However, these two legal sized containers did not contain a jumbled up mess. The content of each box was divided by neatly labeled green hanging folders. Whoever administered the Tournay trust was certainly organized. Every expense from the beginning of the activation of the trust to date was housed in a separate folder by months, and years, and then itemized by category on the front of each folder. Nice, I thought, I should use that system. It would save hours of sifting through bits of paper.

I began at the earliest date and worked through the information. I learned an old Decatur law firm whose partners were familiar names in both legal and social circles administered the trust in the early years, before a Columbia, South Carolina, firm took it over. Tournay must have maintained his Georgia residency all those years. Of course, there is nothing illegal about that; he did have a house here. The original trust agreement stated pretty much what I already knew, except there was a list of assets and monies covered by the trust. Paulie was right. The Buckhead house was not listed as part of the trust, so at least the administrator knew Tournay had already deeded it to his grandson. Strange Becca didn’t know that. The Columbia house was owned free and clear by the trust. No mortgage. Smith Barney managed a small stock portfolio. A one-half acre piece of property on Trenholm Road in Columbia was also listed, as was seventeen acres on Friendship Road in Hall County, Georgia. I suspected the Columbia property was commercial, and was familiar with the area around Friendship Road where there was a new Wendy’s and a Kroger. Tournay had made very good investments. There was not a single piece of artwork listed as an asset of the trust. However, there was one asset that intrigued me—a shopping center situated on Briarcliff Road in Atlanta. The name was very familiar: Cliff Palisades. Good Lord, that shopping center had to be worth over a million dollars, maybe two million. How did Tournay buy all this property?

I moved on to files containing expenses. There were various monthly expenditures for the two houses, tax payments, an appraisal bill for the Friendship Road property, and management fees for Cliff Palisades paid to Bozell Realty Management, an Atlanta firm. Then I noticed something else. There was a separate second management fee paid each month for twenty-five hundred dollars to a SBT, LLC. Why would one shopping center need two management companies? Each month contained the same twenty-five hundred dollars fee to SBT. I went through every folder. Where were the canceled checks? I didn’t find even one cancelled check.

The conference room door opened and Paige eased in with a steaming white china mug in hand. “Good morning, Dr. McNeal,” she purred. “So nice to see you. I suspected you were properly parched by now, so I’ve brought tea.” After she set the cup safely to my left, away from the trust papers, she stood back and folded her hands demurely in front. “Are you finding everything you need?”

“Actually, no, I’m not. But thank you for the tea,” I responded, trying to sound friendly through my frustration. “Are you sure these two boxes are all of the Tournay information? There seem to be some documents missing.”

“Oh, dear me,” she answered, her brow wrinkling with concern. “I should think so. Mr. Wang personally carried them in here from his office.”

“His office?” I echoed.

“Well, yes, his office.” Paige said hesitantly, and stroked her peaches and cream chin lightly with her forefinger. I waited, hoping she would reach the correct conclusion. “Unfortunately, Mr. Wang was in a terrific hurry this morning, off to court in Gwinnett County, you know. Nasty divorce case. And aren’t they all when big money rides on the outcome?” I nodded. “Well, let’s just have a look-see in his little cubbyhole, shall we? Could be he missed something in his scurrying about.” Yes. I wanted to shout. Right answer.

A couple of minutes searching Garland’s office yielded another box under his desk knee space, one identical to the others I’d already searched. “Well, there we are, Dr. McNeal,” Paige announced triumphantly, as she retrieved the box. “We’ll just leave this one with you in the conference room.” I could tell by her hurry to leave Garland’s office, she was ambivalent about us rifling around his ongoing work. I don’t know what she was worried about, with at least twenty knee high piles of papers stacked on the office floor, snooping would be a slow go. I wondered if Garland’s tall columns of papers rising from the carpet constituted case management and preparation.

Paige left me alone in the conference room and I lifted the box to the table and removed the top. It was disappointingly light, only about a third full, and unlike the other two, there were no neatly labeled file folders. In fact, there were no folders at all, just stacks of paper. I turned several pieces of paper over, looking for canceled checks. I found none. Finally I turned the box on its side, and scooped the sheaf of papers out on the table. I was determined to go through everything. The first group seemed to be receipts from repairs done on the Cliff Palisades shopping center. They were all dated in the early seventies and invoiced to Trust Company Bank. What is this? I was puzzled until I looked further and found a creased and folded Limited Warranty Deed from Trust Company Bank selling the property. Ah yes, the sale must have been during the devastating Atlanta real estate downturn in the early seventies. Lenders who had extended overly optimistic credit to under capitalized developers took back the collateral in the form of scores of commercial properties and raw land. Technically the assets were called “workout properties” and the task for the banks was to workout of the lost revenue by making cash deals whenever they could. So, Paul Tournay had the cash to take advantage of one of Trust Company’s non-earning asset sales. Completely unfolding the deed, I saw Paul Tournay was not the only name listed on the deed. There were two owners of Cliff Palisades: Paul Tournay and Solomon B. Turner. I wanted to jump up on the table and do one of those victory dances the football payers do when they score a touchdown.

I made notes on my yellow pad about the deed and the construction receipts. Apparently, part of the sale was for Trust Company to do some repairs to the property prior to closing. Sweet deal, I mused. Paul Tournay was a good businessman. So then, why would he and Boo Turner be partners? I didn’t think the partnership was forged just because they had once known each other during the war. I wrote that question across the top of the pad and closed my eyes. Is that it, Stella? Are you trying to tell me something about your husband’s relationship with Boo Turner? I didn’t get an answer to my question, though the moment of quiet did affirm a few facts for me. Stella, Paul Tournay and Boo Turner were together in Paris during the war. All three seemed to be in touch after the war. Stella was in all the photographs with Turner hanging in the Tournay house, so chances were Stella was part of whatever had forged the alliance between the two men. And that alliance lasted a very long time. They met in 1944; Stella was killed in 1957. Tournay and Turner bought a shopping center in 1973. A long time, indeed. There were various later receipts of utilities, roof repairs, parking lot paving repairs, and rental income records. Looked like in the early years, Tournay managed the property himself. Paul had mentioned his grandfather came to Atlanta once or twice a month. That would make sense if he were taking care of the shopping center. So then I had to ask what Boo Turner did to earn his partnership? What had Susan learned about Boo Turner in the seventies? As I remembered her research found he was pretty much retired, except for a few appearances at Blues and Jazz festivals.

Further down the stack of papers I discovered another deed. This one was from Solomon Turner selling his half interest in the shopping center back to Paul Tournay. It was dated early in 1975. Ah, yes, I remembered Susan saying Turner had two drunken driving violations, one in 1972 and another in 1974. So, maybe Turner was drinking heavily during this time and needed his part of the investment cash back. Somehow I didn’t think that was the end of it. There was the matter of all those management checks going to SBT, LLC,—fees still being paid to that entity. Who was SBT, LLC? Was it a coincidence the initials matched Boo Turner’s? If I had the canceled checks I’d know who was cashing them; too bad I’d not found one single canceled check in the box.

I dialed Susan at Granny’s Store. “Hey, Miz P. How’s it going? Did you find some good stuff in the trust records?”

“Some. I have a string attached to one piece of the puzzle, I think. Can you pull on that string for me and see what we get?”

“Huh?” Susan replied, the metaphor being lost to her.

“I mean I need you to get on the computer. Can you get into the Internet and mind the cash register at the same time?”

“Well Duh…” She was indignant. “I can multi-task better than most folks, Miz P. What am I looking for?”

“Paul Tournay’s estate has been paying a company named SBT, LLC a management fee for years, and it doesn’t seem they do anything for the fee. Can you go to the Georgia Secretary of State’s web site and see if there is a limited liability corporation named SBT? I’ll wait.”

“Hang on just a minute. Mabel Sessions is in here with three of her wild-ass kids. I got to watch them to make sure those pint-sized criminals don’t steal a pocket full of Tootsie Rolls.” I could hear Susan put the phone on the counter and then the humming sound of the new computerized cash register totaling up a sale. While I waited, I continued to leaf through the stack of papers. There was a deed to Tournay for the Columbia, South Carolina parcel of land and the Georgia acreage on Friendship Road, both bought during the late eighties. No one else was listed on those deeds. There was a survey of the Columbia property showing it located between a carwash and a Texaco gas station. So I was right. It was also commercial property. All these records were pretty straightforward. A fifth grader could figure out what investments Tournay transferred into the final trust. Becca probably brought the boxes to Garland, so she had to know what her father had, and Garland no doubt had seen the boxes. This one was under his desk, for goodness sake. He had to know the source of the trust wealth. So why did he tell me he had no idea where the trust money came from? Why was that information not on my “need to know” list?

Susan came back on the phone. “I got it, Miz P. It looks like there is a SBT Holdings, Inc. and a SB&T Inc., but no SBT, LLC.”

Not what I expected to hear. Then, bingo! I slapped my forehead with the palm of my hand. “Susan, I’m sorry. Forget what I said and go to the South Carolina Secretary of State’s site. The Turner’s live in South Carolina, not Georgia.”

“Right. I knew that. But you didn’t tell me I was looking for Turner again. Hold on a second while I bring it up.”

I apologized again, and waited. Further down in the box I found something helpful, a small bundle of bank statements held together by a decaying rubber band that snapped in my hand as I removed it. For some reason, Tournay determined these particular bank records were worth saving. Good sign, I told myself. Each monthly statement had at least one deposit circled in red, some more than one, and all ranged from 1958 to 1970. It would take time to total up all the deposits; but just adding quickly in my head, I figured the amount would be over two million dollars. Small handwritten notes climbed the margins of many of the statements. I held one page up to the light, trying to cipher the tiny words, and was reminded of the fine print on prescription drug notices. You know the ones: if you really read the precautions and side effects, you wouldn’t take any of the meds at all because none of it makes any sense to a lay person.”

Susan came back on the line squealing with excitement. “I found it, Miz P., and you are not going to believe it!”

Oh yeah, I thought, I probably would. I wished Susan could see my smile. “Tell me, O’Great Detective.”

“Well, LLC stands for a ‘limited liability corporation.’ I guess you probably knew that already. The big news is SBT is registered in South Carolina and the address is the same as the Turner’s. And get this. Angel Turner is the ‘managing member,’ whatever that means.”

My smile broadened. “What that means, Susan, is that Angel is the one who calls the shots, even though the corporation has her grandfather’s initials. When was the corporation established?”

“1999. What does that mean?”

I thought for a moment. “Umm. She was back from New York by that time, had already opened the antiques shop in Charleston. I think that date tells us the idea for SBT was probably hers. I’m betting she contacted Paul Tournay way before he died and got him on board with whatever her game was.”

“Why would anybody get ‘on board’, as you call it, to pay a fee to a company that doesn’t earn it?”

‘Why indeed, Susan?”

“Shoot,” I heard Susan hiss through the phone. “I bet you ten bucks that tall broad with the dolled up jewelry in her hair was blackmailing Paul Tournay, and the fee was how he paid her.”

A week ago I would have told Susan she was reading entirely too many mystery books. Today, her assessment had a loud ring of truth. And if it were true, did Becca Tournay know what was going on? I decided she had to know. After all, I was sure she’d seen the records. Maybe she wanted to control the trust, not because she thought Paulie was incompetent, but to keep the information the Turners were holding over her father a secret. Was the blackmail because the Turners knew Tournay had killed Stella? Well, maybe. There had to be more. Stella’s death was a long time ago, and her death did not generate all that money Tournay had deposited in his bank account.

“Hey, Miz P, you still there? What do you think about my blackmail theory?”

“Yes, Susan. I’m here. I was just thinking. You may be right about the blackmail, but I notice in the trust records Angel has continued to get the monthly fee since Paul Tournay died. If she was blackmailing him, I should think that would dry up when he died. We have to figure out how all this connects to the ugly snake on my door and Becca’s so called accident. Why would the blackmailers try to kill her?”

“That’s a good question. They would want to keep her alive to keep on paying and get rid of Paul. And how would Mitchell Sanders play into all of this mess? Do you still think he’s involved?”

“Yes, I do. Maybe he and Angel are in this together, but they disagree. She wants Becca to have the trust and he thinks he’s got a better shot at more of the money for himself if Paul gets the trust. Two con artists trying to con each other. Maybe it was only Mitchell who shot at Becca. Becca didn’t mention a second person in the car.” I wondered how a person as determined as Angel seemed to be might react if she thought she was being double-crossed. My guess was she would be pretty pissed off. “Susan, I have to go now. I’m going to call Paul and see if he has heard from Mitchell. Thanks a bunch for your help.”

“Wait, don’t hang up yet,” Susan said hurriedly. “Fletcher Enloe came by the store looking for you. He said to tell you he wants an answer about the nanny goat.”

I wanted to scream. That old man was the most aggravating human being I’ve ever known. He knew about my prowlers, surely he could figure out I had other things on my mind other than looking for a lady friend for Hubert. “What did you tell him?”

“I didn’t say anything except I’d relay the message. He’ll be back later today. What do you want me to tell him? Are you going to get a nanny goat and maybe some babies?”

“Just tell the old geezer I’ll see about a nanny goat when I finish this job for Garland Wang. I just can’t deal with him right now.”

“Oh goody!” Susan was obviously elated. “Baby goats are so cute. They smell just like puppies you know, so warm and cuddly.”

“Do they really?” I was suspect. Cuddly puppy things in the yard and kittens in the laundry room—what was I thinking? We hung up and I sat for a moment, my mind bouncing between the notes I’d found scribbled on the bank statements and the realization of what a person might do for a trust worth millions of dollars.

I dialed again. “Hello, Paul. It’s Promise. Sorry to bother you again. Is this a bad time?”

“No, no. I’m just headed to the house. What’s up? I hope you aren’t going to stand me up. I’m starving.”

“No, no. I’m coming…with sandwiches. Listen, I’m here at Garland Wang’s office, going over some of your grandfather’s trust papers, and I’ve come across some hand written notes, maybe his handwriting. I wonder if you could help with the meanings?”

“I’ll try. What do the notes say?”

I cleared my throat. “Well, one notation looks like ‘email’ followed by a number.”

“You mean he was writing down someone’s email address?”

“Well, no, I don’t think that could be it, because the papers date from 1970 and before—long before we had email addresses. And the numbers beside the notes are all just two digits. Another word looks like panneau.” I spelled the word for him. “And another either foile or toile.” I spelled those also.

“The email word, does it have a little slash mark above the ‘e’?”

I held the paper back up to the light. “It could have. The writing is with a sort of dark green colored pencil, and very small.”

“Hang on just a second. Let me pull over. I’m having trouble hearing you. Okay, now, spell the email word for me.”

“Just like it sounds, e.m.a.i.l.” I spelled. “And maybe a slash over the e.”

Paul answered quickly. “Oh, okay, I got it. Papa was French, remember. For what it’s worth, unlike my mother, I speak some French. Sounds to me like he was making notations about some work of art. Toile is French for canvas, panneau is panel, and email, with a slash, means…” He hesitated, “I think it means polished glass, or something. No, that’s not it. Email means enamel. You know, like some of those pieces Papa wrote about in his boring textbook. Sounds like you found research notes for the book. Though, I can’t imagine why his notes would be in the trust papers.”

I knew then what I was looking at was definitely not research notes for Tournay’s textbook of Carolingian art; but his book did hold the key to the double-digit numbers following some of the words. I cringed. Poor Paul. He didn’t have a clue how Papa made his fortune. “Yes,” I lied, “you are probably right. The notes may have been mixed in with a bunch of other papers. Just one more thing, before I hang up. Have you talked to Mitchell Sanders since your mother’s accident?”

Paul scoffed into the phone. “No chance. I’m through with him, over and done! Speaking of my mother, I just called her room at the hospital. A decidedly Spanish speaking male person answered the phone, so I called back and talked to the floor nurse. She says the night nurse told her this morning that Mother got a cell phone call last evening about eight when she was in Mother’s room taking her blood pressure. She said Mother was angry at whoever was on the phone, and about ten minutes after the call she marched by the nurse’s station and announced she was checking herself out of the hospital. Can she do that, Promise? Can she just walk out before being released by the doctors?”

I closed my eyes and shook my head with worry. “Have you tried her cell phone?”

“Well, sure. She doesn’t answer, Wait a second; I’ve got a call coming through. Maybe it’s her.”

I held the phone tightly against my ear, counting the seconds until Paul might connect again. Shortly the phone clicked and he raised his voice like a petulant child. “I can’t believe that woman! Forget what I said about caring about her. She is a first class witch, and always will be.”

“I take it that was Becca?”

“None other,” he answered, a little more calmly. “Do you know what she said to me when I told her I was worried sick and asked where she was? She said her whereabouts are none of my business, but she’s at the Ritz across from Lenox Mall and I should leave her alone, and get on with my sordid life. Then, she told me I was the biggest fool in the state of Georgia and she couldn’t imagine how she could have given birth to me in the first place, and she told me I better be at Wang’s office tomorrow to sign over the trust to her. Said I better be there at eleven o’clock. And oh yes, just before she hung up she said, and I quote, ‘you can keep that dismal stone crypt of a house. You two deserve each other.’ Can you believe her?”

Sounded like last night’s phone call still had Becca angry. The nurse had told Paul she didn’t know the identity of the caller, but my money was on either Angel Turner or Mitchell Sanders. After ending the conversation with Paul, I dug my copy of Tournay’s book out of my battered leather briefcase-purse. It took about thirty seconds to figure out Tournay’s code. The simplicity was so plain I had to wonder why Tournay would be so careless as to leave behind such obvious signposts. Each one of the numbers occurring beside a handwritten note for monthly deposits matched a plate number for an illustration in his book. Some words identified the item as to what it was; some notations were just dollar amounts and no identifying reference on the bank statement, however, I had a picture in the book to correspond with that particular number. And, all of the plate numbers listed on the bank statements were those Tournay described in the book as pictures taken by the author. He must have possessed the object at one time and then sold it for the amount indicated on the bank statement.

When I made a list of all the circled amounts, I also discovered some of the deposit entries were only identified as toile, canvas, or even Limoges, or one of the other French cities. I concluded there were other items sold by Tournay to make up the deposits, valuable items not pictured in his book. So, how did he acquire such treasures? And, where did he store the treasures before they were sold? All of it certainly wouldn’t fit in a safety deposit box. I had a couple of wild guesses as answers to both questions.

As I let myself back into Garland’s office and slid the third box into its original location, I knew the absence of that particular box in the conference room when I arrived was not an accident. Garland had to know, he just didn’t want to know. It’s like he always tells me, too much information about your client can sometimes cloud your ability to spin a convincing case. On my way to the elevator, I thanked Paige for her help and prayed that Garland would be too preoccupied with his divorce case to ask too many questions about my visit. He would not be a happy camper if he knew I’d found the missing box in his office, and I certainly didn’t want Paige fired over my curiosity.
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“What’s never known is safest in this life.”
… Dylan Thomas

12.
 

It was only a little after eleven when I left Garland’s office. My morning had been very productive. It took me twenty minutes to reach the toll booth on Georgia 400 Southbound to pay my fifty cents for the privilege of using the “express highway” into town, and another twenty to inch through midday shoppers in the Buckhead business district and reach Henri’s Bakery. Still, the traffic was a small inconvenience to experience the freshly baked bread fragrance, laced with a tart overlay of kosher dills served with each just-stacked Henri’s sandwich. I ordered one ham and one turkey, both with Provolone cheese, and mentally pressed my face against the glass pastry case, vowing I would not order anything creamy, chocolate, or dusted with confectionary sugar. Just as the clerk rang up our sandwiches, I added two cinnamon curls to the total. Losing the extra twenty pounds was postponed to yet another day.

My mouth watered for the couple of miles to Paul’s—just smelling the goodies stuffed into the white paper bag beside me on the seat. When I turned down Bennett Trace, I could see lunch was going to be delayed. The Tournay front yard was pulsating with flashing blue lights. Two white Atlanta police cruisers sat poised in the drive facing out towards the street, a third unmarked car was parked near the front door, its roof light pulsating off time with the street units. A white van, side striped in red and blue, was backed up to the front door with the rear door ajar. It looked like a small ambulance. Paul Tournay’s old Jag was parked off to the side under one of the massive oaks that defined his front yard. A uniformed officer waved me over as I attempted to pass him in the drive. There was no choice but to stop and get out of the car. “I’m Dr. Promise McNeal,” I said to the officer, willing my voice to sound more confident than I felt. “I have an appointment with Paul Tournay. What’s happened?”

The officer was trained to ask, not answer questions. “Could I see your ID Ma’am?”

Retrieving my purse from the Subaru, I groped for my wallet and handed over my North Carolina driver’s license, “What’s happened? Is Mr. Tournay all right?”

“Wait here, please.” He ignored my question and returned to his patrol car. I watched him converse with someone on the radio for what seemed like an eternity, and then he approached me again. “Ma’am, there’s been some trouble at this address. You’re going to have to see Mr. Tournay another time. Just back on out of the drive and go on home.”

I didn’t want to go home; I wanted some answers to my questions. “Officer,” I announced, raising my voice, just the slightest bit, “I need to see Paul Tournay. If you won’t tell me what’s happened, let me talk to someone who will.”

The officer had been fully awake during his criminal justice class 102 in intimidation. He raised his voice about two levels above mine and huffed himself up to his full height. I could tell by the building fire in his eyes, and the little veins bulging at the sides of his thick neck, that my pitiful attempt at being assertive was not going to work. “Ma’am, I’ll ask you again to leave the premises. If you fail to do so, you could be arrested for obstruction of justice.”

This was too much. What kind of justice could I possibly be obstructing? Sensing movement father up the drive in the front of the house, I looked in that direction to see another uniformed officer talking to a taller man in a cocoa-brown suit. The two walked in our direction, the suit in front and the uniformed officer talking as he trailed along beside him. As they neared, the expertly tailored suit was in sharp focus now, and wouldn’t you just know it—three weeks overdue for a haircut, no makeup, wearing a five-year-old gray linen dress that made me look like a housemaid at the Holiday Inn—and here comes my ex-husband sauntering up the driveway like a barnyard rooster. Trying to get the upper hand, I spoke first, though I knew from experience there was little chance of that happening. “Randall. Lieutenant Barnes. How are you?”

“Top notch, Promise,” he answered, sounding like the star of a US Marines commercial. As soon as the two uniforms realized we knew each other, they disappeared towards one of the patrol units for a smoke. As much as I hated to admit it, Randall did look ‘top notch.’ Everybody knows though that looks can always be deceiving. The man is really just another snake in paradise. There was a hint of gray to his blond buzz cut and if you looked carefully, you could see the earliest signs of sagging skin around the chin line; but he was still trim and moved like the jock he was. I guess the body comes from all that sailing around on Lake Lanier and chasing young women. The snake smiled. “Don’t call me Randall, Promise. You know I hate that.” Of course I knew he’d rather be called RB. Irritating him in that small way was little enough revenge. “What brings you down here, Dr. McNeal?”

I registered the snide delivery of the Dr. part. “What are you doing down here?” I returned. “I thought you’d gone with the Forsyth County Sheriff’s Department.”

He assumed his smug, self-serving thin little smile. Oh Lord, why did I ever think that face was sexy? “I did,” he quipped, “now I’m back with Atlanta city. What’s your business here? Come to shrink Mr. Paul Tournay?”

“No,” I replied quickly, wondering how much I was obliged to tell a city of Atlanta homicide detective. “I don’t shrink anybody. And, I don’t make house calls. I have an appointment to discuss some legal business with Mr. Tournay.”

“Working for Garland Wang again?”

Gees, I can’t stand this guy, I thought and frowned at him. After all these years, and he still makes me feel inadequate. “Yes,” I conceded. “A trust matter between Paul and his mother.” He waved a thumb towards the house; a motion I assumed was tough guy sign language for me to follow him. Being a dutiful citizen, I fell into step behind him.”

When we were a good distance away from the uniformed officers, he stopped and looked me up and down, studying for aging signs, no doubt. “You’re looking good, Promise. I hear you moved to the mountains. The higher altitude must agree with you.” I wanted to puke. What is it about some ex-husbands? They just have to try to get back in your good graces, can’t stand the fact that there is one person on this earth who hates their guts for good reason. Of course, they would never think of saying they were wrong, please forgive me. Must be a yet unverified male chromosome. “Hey,” he continued, and produced a photograph from his wallet. “Did you know Cheryl and I had a baby girl? Two years old in December.” He thrust the photograph at me for my approval. I have to say she was beautiful—blond whispery curls and coquette smile. Hard to believe this adorable baby could be the product of Randall Barnes, super jerk, and that Cheryl person, wife number three, or maybe four, whose photograph on Luke’s desk reminded me of Buffy the Vampire Slayer.

“Beautiful,” I said, forcing an insincere smile. “You must be very proud.” What I wanted to say was: you old fart, you’re fifty-eight years old, you’ll be going to her college graduation with a walker. I’m a Southern girl, though, so didn’t say that. I just thought it, real hard. I did ask my ex-dearly-beloved what had happened at the Tournay house and if was Paul okay.

He pocketed the photo and wallet. “Yeah, Tournay’s fine. Just worked up as hell about finding the body. Says he got home earlier today and found the guy on the basement floor. Claims he wasn’t home all night and doesn’t have a clue how the guy got dead in his house. What do you think, Counselor? Is Tournay’s a truth teller or a liar?”

“Well, I don’t think he’d murder anyone, if that’s what you are asking.”

“Who said anything about murder? We won’t know that until we have more information. Right now all I have is a body at the foot of the basement stairs with a sizeable crack in his head and what looks like scratches on his face and arms.”

“Mitchell Sanders?”

Randall narrowed his gaze at me. “How’d you know that?”

“Oh, just a wild guess,” I replied.

Before Randall could say anything more, a chunky man in a rumpled blue suit and reflector sunglasses bounded from the house, leaving the front door ajar, and called out, “Hey RB. You wanna talk to this dude some more, or are we blowing?”

Something about the way he spoke to Randall caused a clog to shift and facts to connect in my mind. My heart dipped, a fearful flutter of dove wings, as I remembered my last phone conversation with Luke, our son, my son. The man I overheard call Luke “Bucko” spoke to him with the same familiarity I was hearing now from the blue suit. I recognized that tone of voice from the years Barnes and I were married. It was the intimate language of partners responsible for each another. It was cop-speak. “Randall,” I blurted, “how long have you known Luke is CIA and not really working for Acadian Oil?”

Randall looked for all the world like he had been slapped with a wet towel. “Jesus H. Cripes, Promise. You know I can’t talk about that. And you shouldn’t either. Don’t ever talk about it, not to me, not to anybody. Nobody! You could seriously compromise Luke’s safety?” He eyed me suspiciously. “How did you find out, anyway?”

I had to clench my hands into fists at my side to keep from screaming. “You just told me. You know this about our son: our son whom you spent a total of about two hours with during his entire growing up years, and I, who changed his diapers and kissed his skinned knees, have to guess …to guess what dangerous thing he’s doing with his life!” My balled up fists were aiming for RB when a lighting bolt of reality told me I did not want to assault a policeman. Not a good plan. Instead, I whirled around so fast I saw little points of lights in front of my eyes, and stomped away. RB was saying something like, for heaven’s sake, Promise, come on, be reasonable… What an unrealistic thing to say. I couldn’t be reasonable. What mother could? Luke was my baby and the thought of him traveling around the world putting his life in danger was a thing of terror. I wanted him safe, married for a lifetime to the same sweet girl, raising sons and daughters and bringing the whole family for Thanksgiving dinner. I didn’t want him following his father into any type of law enforcement, certainly not one I couldn’t even acknowledge I knew about. But then, what did I expect? Luke had toddled along after Randall trying to get his attention, and make him proud, since he was able to toddle. Sadly, Luke always had too much competition for his father’s favor. By the time Randall finished with sailing, his work, and his latest teenage fling, there wasn’t much attention left for our son.

I gritted my teeth to fight back the tears, walked silently to the house, and stood in the Tournay hallway while Randall went into the living room to talk to the blue suit. Paul came from the kitchen as soon as he saw me and took both my hands. “Oh, my God, Promise. This is so awful,” he moaned. “Did you hear? It’s Mitchell.” Before I could respond, a man and woman, pushing a gurney burdened by a large black bag, struggled up the last steps of the basement opening and maneuvered their way along side us. The body rolled back and forth uneasily under the Velcro strapping as the two tried to navigate the narrow space. Paul gasped. “Oh, Lord, I can’t watch this. I think I’m going to throw up!” With that he fled back into the kitchen.

I squeezed against the wall to make room for the gurney. It still brushed against my dress as it passed, sending a shiver up my spine. A third man following behind the body carried a zip lock baggie stuffed with something I couldn’t identify. The third man spoke. He was obviously in charge. “Shit Meeks, will you be careful! You almost rolled the guy. Stop here so we can get his hands. You should have done that downstairs before you moved him.” The pair stopped and the boss unzipped the body bag enough to reveal Sanders’ hands and arms. As he encased each hand with a plastic bag and sealed them at the wrist, I could make out several abrasions on the forearms. I thought it doubtful wounds like that would happen if a person accidentally fell down the stairs. Randall had mentioned scratches; Sanders must have fought with someone to get those marks, and probably the other person has similar marks. The boss gave the go ahead and Mitchell Sanders was wheeled out of the house and into the white van. I joined Paul in the kitchen and Randall followed close behind.

“Well, Dr. McNeal,” Randall began, all business, “here is the thing. Your friend Mr. Tournay here maintains he found Mr. Sanders this morning around eleven; also says he doesn’t know how Sanders got in the house because he wasn’t home last night. ‘All night,’ he says.” Randall put an emphasis on ‘all night’. “The problem is, looks like Mr. Sanders died sometime during the night, and Mr. Tournay won’t tell us where he spent the night. How do we know your friend here didn’t kill Sanders last night; leave the house this morning, and pretend to come back and find the body? You see my problem here, Dr. McNeal?” Another hard emphasis on ‘Dr. McNeal.’

Regardless of Randall’s sarcasm, I did see his problem, and Paul’s as well. “Lieutenant, could I talk to Paul for a moment, alone?” Randall smirked, held his hands up in compliance and went back to the living room. I moved a little closer to Paul and he gave me a sheepish look. “Look, I don’t know much about this kind of situation, but it would seem you are about to be a suspect in Mitchell Sanders’ murder, if he was murdered. Can’t you tell them where you spent the night? You need someone to verify you didn’t have the opportunity to kill Mitchell.” Paul’s darting eyes looked frightened and he moistened a paper towel at the sink to wipe his face. “I take it you were with someone you think can’t afford to come forward and give you an alibi?” He shook his head yes. “Someone who may not be willing to admit you two were together because of what that admission might cost him?” Another affirmative nod. “Oh, Paul, please. It can’t be that bad can it? Atlanta is so open these days, nobody cares anymore who sleeps with whom, do they?”

Paul continued to pat his face with the damp towel and whispered, “They do if that ‘whom’ is married and works for the governor.”

My counselor’s alarm went off with a ding, ding, ding. “Oh Paul. When this is over, we need to have a long talk about how you make choices.”

He wet the towel again and mopped at the same places he’d already covered “I know. I know. My mother is right. I am a fool.”

“No, I didn’t say you were a fool. Believe me, I’ve been there. Lonely people sometimes do foolish things. But murder is way beyond foolish, so right now you need to give RB Barnes the guy’s name. He made the choice to spend the night with you, now he will have to accept the consequences.”

Paul was still whispering when he replied. “I just can’t do that Promise. I’ve known him for years; he’s a wonderful man and his life would be ruined. He might weather the gossip with his job. He’s one of the governor’s press secretaries, so he’d tilt the truth to make it work; but his wife would know better. She’s always suspected and she’ll clean his clock if she finds out for sure. She’ll take every dime he has and he’ll never get to see his kids.”

Randall reappeared in the kitchen. “Well, folks, what’s the good word?”

I looked from Paul to Randall and back to Paul. “Well, “I answered sadly, “I guess the good word is Mr. Tournay doesn’t want to say anything more until he has a chance to speak to his attorney.”

From years of practice, Randall skillfully dumped the responsibility of the situation at my door. “I guess I over estimated you, Dr. McNeal. Here now, I’ve been told you were a world class counselor, and you can’t even convince your client it’s to his advantage to share the truth with us, unless of course the truth will…” Randall let his sentence trail off for us to complete. The man always did know just where to twist the knife.

Maybe because I hadn’t had lunch, or maybe because I’d wanted to say it for a long time, and always lacked the courage, I volleyed back. “Shut up, Randall! You don’t know what the hell you are talking about. And your bully routine is pitiful. Or maybe I’ve just heard it once too often over the years to be impressed.”

Randall was opening his mouth, no doubt to say something smart-mouthed back to me, when the blue suit came into the kitchen and asked if they were ready to leave. Stole his thunder. I loved it. Randall did not. RB turned to his partner with hands on his hips and bellowed, “Yeah, we’re going! Mr. Tournay here is riding downtown with us to make a written statement, and his good friend, Dr. McNeal, is going to call his attorney. After that, I guess we’ll all have us a friendly little party downtown.” Randall glared at me and continued, “Dr. McNeal here will also be very careful to stay outside the house to make her phone call, far away from the areas surrounded by our crime scene tape, namely the stairs to the basement and the basement itself, and anywhere inside the house, because we don’t need any civilians messing around until forensics is finished with the scene. Right, Dr. McNeal? Outside!” I nodded my agreement.

After instructing me for the second time not to touch anything and to stay outside, RB shoved a business card in my hand with his office and cell numbers printed on the bottom. “On the off chance you might have something instructional to tell me.” One of the uniformed officers, he added, would be around the house for several hours canvassing neighbors, in case anyone had heard or seen anything unusual, or in case I should forget to stay outside the house.

As they walked towards their car, I called after him, “Randall, wait, just a second.” I was amazed that he actually paused and turned towards me. “I was just wondering, what was in the zip-lock baggie your tech carried out with Sanders?”

Flashing another of his self-serving brilliant white smiles, he sniped at me. “Evidence, Dr. McNeal, and I shouldn’t even discuss it with you. On the other hand, I’m such a nice guy what the heck—a Richard Nixon Halloween mark. It was under the body. I guess Sanders was headed to an early spook party.” I knew better, but wasn’t ready to share my information with Randall Barnes. Shortly the three of them drove away, Randall and his partner in the front seat and poor Paul in the back, leaving me standing alone on the front stoop.

I stayed very still for a few minutes, listening and thinking. Well, wasn’t that convenient Mitchell Sanders just happened to have a mask matching the description Becca gave of her drive-by shooter? It wasn’t that I didn’t believe Mitchell was the person who shot at Becca. I did believe he was the shooter. It was just an odd coincidence he would have the mask with him again last night. Or maybe it wasn’t so odd. If Mitchell was planning to be in and out of the house, he may have wanted to disguise his face, not be recognized. Or, maybe whoever killed him wanted to make sure Mitchell was identified as the shooter. There was so much I didn’t know, or couldn’t prove. I needed to get down into the basement; look around for hiding places RB’s crew had missed, places they wouldn’t be looking for because they didn’t see a connection between what might be in the basement and why Mitchell died. Of course, I couldn’t get down into the basement now because of Randall’s directive and the officer lurking around in the yard. Later, I decided. I’ll come back later.

Sometimes death lingers for a long time in a place, its residue a bloated heavy absence of sound and energy. That’s what I felt standing on the porch of Tournay’s empty house: a stone silent void, weighted down by Mitchell Sanders’ angry soul, and Stella’s memory. I closed my eyes. Fly away, Mitchell, I whispered, there is nothing for you here anymore. Leave this place and fly away home. I wondered if this new death in the house would change Paul’s affection for it and if he would sell it and move on. I retrieved my purse and cell phone from the car to dial the number Paul had given me for his attorney friend. Sitting on the mossy front steps, I listened to several rings of his office phone and watched dappled afternoon sunlight splinter like stair steps down from the sky through old growth oaks. It was a clear and glorious fall day in Atlanta, not a day to contemplate murder. Another thought crossed my mind. Mitchell’s white SUV was not in the driveway. He must have ridden with someone else, and that someone else was probably the killer. Surely Randall and his partner would have thought it odd Sanders’ car was not here, or did they assume he came home with Paul?

When the attorney’s office finally answered the receptionist quickly informed me her boss was in conference and could not be disturbed. “Look,” I told her, “I know the drill; please ring through and tell him Dr. Promise McNeal is calling and there is an emergency regarding Paul Tournay.” I waited about five seconds and a man’s voice came on the line.

“John Edgars here. What’s going on?”

Good, I thought. This is a no nonsense man. He knows how to take care of business. I began explaining who I was. “I know who you are, Dr. McNeal,” Edgars interrupted, “Paul told about his mother’s accident and about the trust. You gave him some good advice about the house deed, and he seems to trust you. What’s the emergency?”

I explained about Mitchell Sanders’ death and Paul being taken down to the Atlanta justice complex.

There was a long silence. Perhaps Edgars was digesting what I’d told him. When he spoke, it was with conviction. “That’s ridiculous. Paul would not kill anyone. I saw Paul last night at a party for the Alliance Theater. We talked quite a long time. After he left I saw Mitchell Sanders, alone, and alive and well. I thought it odd at the time because Mitchell doesn’t usually get invited to the crème de la crËme parties unless he’s with Paul.”

“Do you think Mitchell and Paul spoke? Do you think Mitchell saw Paul leave with someone? If he did see Paul leave, he might think Paul would not be at home and believe he could walk in here unseen and not be disturbed.”

Edgars thought for a moment. “I’m not sure, on both counts. I didn’t talk to Sanders. Frankly, I didn’t like the guy. I don’t understand though, why would Mitchell Sanders trespass onto Paul’s property? And why would he be in the basement?”

Oh well, I thought, in for a penny, in for a pound. At the risk of John Edgars thinking I was totally nuts, I explained my theory of why Mitchell Sanders wanted back in the house, about the snake on my door, and about the Nixon Halloween mask. Perhaps Edgars, being a criminal attorney, was accustomed to far-fetched stories, because he didn’t laugh at me. When I finished, he asked a couple of excellent questions. I could visualize him making notes on a pad with bold black script. I answered his questions as best I could, with only my intuition to fill in the missing gaps, and he was silent again. “Mr. Edgars, are you still there?” I was afraid he’d decided I was a nutcase after all and had hung up on me.

“Oh yes, I’m here. I was just thinking about several things I’ve observed about Mitchell Sanders since he latched onto Paul, and how what you say about him seems plausible. I always thought he was nothing but an opportunist and didn’t give a wit for Paul. As for the other part of your theory, being a history major as an undergraduate, I’m not all together ignorant about occupied France during World War II. The Third Reich was murderous and avaricious, and I don’t doubt some private collectors would care less how something came to be for sale. In fact I understand, according to Interpol, the black market for art is the fourth largest international criminal enterprise. In any event, I know who Paul left with last night. I’ll call him. Ask him to come forward.”

“Do you think he will? Do the right thing and come forward?”

“Who knows?” Edgars’ two words were ripe with skepticism. “I think the guy is basically a good person. But then, you never know what a person will do under pressure. I’ve seen crooks do honorable deeds and upstanding members of the community screw their partners for a pittance. I’ll catch up with Paul downtown at APD; hopefully make sure he isn’t charged with murder tonight. In the meantime, you be careful. If what you suspect is true, it is doubtful the killer will just ride away into the sunset and leave anything incriminating behind.”

John Edgars spoke the truth. I would need to be careful. I called Garland’s office to let him know the latest developments; Paige reported he was still in court in Gwinnett County and would probably not return any messages until later that night. I told her it wasn’t an emergency; I’d call back tomorrow and hung up. What to do next? I sat on the steps, trying to ignore the Second-guess Committee member in my head telling me I would have been better of if I’d ignored my dream of Stella, as well as Garland’s first phone call. Maybe listening to people’s problems within the confines of a cozy safe office wasn’t so bad after all. Nevertheless, there I was, and Committee or no Committee, I’m not a quitter; so I opted to eat my ham sandwich, with chips, and devise a next move. I felt better with the sandwich in my stomach, so much better in fact; that I ate a cinnamon curl, and drank a cup of tea I’d brought from hone in a thermos.

Sugar always helps me think more clearly. There was just enough in the pastry to remind me why I came to Paul’s house in the first place: the letterbox his grandfather gave him. Didn’t Paul say he kept it on his dresser? I frowned, remembering I was ordered to stay outside the house. Then, as though on cue, the uniformed officer assigned to watch the house walked down the drive and turned right toward the house next door. Must be time to interview neighbors. I took this as a good omen and, when he was out of sight, stirred my courage and hurried back into the house, avoiding looking down the open stairwell to the basement. It was only a few steps down the dim hallway to Paul’s bedroom. There it was, just as Paul had said, a small metal box, about the size of a standard sized envelope, though maybe six inches high, hinged at the top, and nearly full of loose change: pennies, dimes, nickels, some quarters. Stacking the coins on the dresser, I took the box to the window for better light. Even though it was tarnished, a light rubbing with my moistened thumb revealed a motif of expertly wrought deer being chased through dense forest by large cats, perhaps leopards or jaguars. Enamel work accentuated details in reds, yellows and greens. I recognized the box immediately and scurried outside to confirm my belief against Tournay’s book I’d tucked away in my purse. Bingo. The box was photo number twenty, helpfully noted by Tournay as photographed by the author. Interesting, I noted, though the inclusion of the box in the book didn’t prove my theory. Tournay could have purchased the box in any number of galleries or shops.

I returned to the stone steps outside to study the box, turning it over several times. It was when I looked inside for the second time at the hammered metal chamber that I noticed the actual repository was fairly shallow and took up only about half of the depth of the box. Why wouldn’t the maker of the box use the entire depth? I turned the empty box over again, bottom up, and shook it gingerly. There was an unmistakable sound of something moving inside. Surely if it had a false bottom, Paul would have heard the same noise over the years. Though, maybe not. He’d always kept loose change in the box. The metallic shifting of coins would mask the subtle sound I’d just heard. How to get to the hidden space? On the back was a border of flying birds worked into the metal that did not repeat on the front. I opened the box out on its side and tried to slide a fingernail between the bird border and the surface of the box. There seemed to be a seam, but it wouldn’t budge. That would be too easy, I told myself. Maybe, just maybe it was designed like an interlocking puzzle. One piece had to be in the right position to move the other. I closed the top and tried releasing the flying birds border again. Ah, I felt a easing of the raised metal, and armed with a fingernail file from my purse, I pried the flying birds outward to reveal a shallow wooden drawer behind. The aged smell of camphor bathed my face.

A single sheet of paper was folded and fit into the drawer—the block lettering inside small and meticulous: “Remember not, Lord, our offenses, nor the offenses of our forefathers; neither take thou vengeance of our sins. Spare us Lord.” My mother’s voice came back to me, both of us are kneeling in a shadow cast through a rainbow-hued stained glass window of the Episcopal church of my youth, she is reading from The Book of Common Prayer. She is reading this prayer, a prayer for forgiveness.

It slowly dawned on me that Paul Tournay left the paper for his grandson to find. Little wonder he harped to little Paulie never to part with the box, least he not discover the secret his grandfather wanted to confess. And there, wrapped in the creases of the paper, Tournay left something else to be discovered: a diamond and ruby wedding ring, the ring Howell Bennett described to me as coming from the Chandless family to Stella, and the ring missing from her body when she was found. I rubbed the ring between my thumb and forefinger; absorbing the panic Tournay must have felt when he removed it from Stella’s finger. That must have been the moment he faced the terrible reality of his violence. It was true. Paul Tournay killed Stella. This beautiful box of frightened deer running for their lives, the prayer, and the ring were his confession.

Had Stella come into my dream to guide me to her killer? Parts of my conversation with Stella’s cousin, Howell Bennett, came back: her manic behavior the afternoon Bennett last saw her, her jealousy, her history of angry outbursts when she drank. Stella and Paul must have fought that night—a violent argument. Paul Tournay loved Stella with a passion beyond all reason, and yet he strangled her. It was then I saw, and felt, a swarm of clustered light behind my eyes, like a sparkler on the 4th. Of July, and knew without question it was Paul Tournay, not Stella, who had summoned me with the dream. He revealed his worst sin and guided me to the dangerous business he began so many years ago. He was ready for it to be over, for his daughter and grandson to be released from his past.

I hear you Paul. I’m sorry it took me so long. I folded the ring back inside the prayer paper, replaced it in the drawer, and hurried back inside to return the box. I left the coins stacked beside it and the bird relief cracked, ever so slightly, then ran back to my position on the front porch. The last thing I needed was to be arrested for disobeying Barnes’ orders to stay outside. I was just in time. The officer had not missed me, and was leaning against his car smoking a cigarette. I walked to my car on wobbly legs, wanting to be gone, but as I eased beside him, curiosity got the better of me. “Did any of the neighbors hear or see anything?” I asked through the open window.

“What do you think?” He snorted. “Whole neighborhood sleeps like the dead.”

Poor choice of words, I thought, but I gave him a sympathetic look anyway. A white Chevrolet Suburban with the city of Atlanta emblem blazoned on his side turned into the drive, more forensic investigators I assumed. I checked my watch, mentally calculating how long I thought they might stay and moved slowly down Bennett Trace to Howell Mill Road.
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“Thou art thy mother’s glass, and she in thee calls back the
lovely April of her prime.” …..William Shakespeare

13.
 

I headed north to Lenox Square shopping mall and Becca Tournay’s hotel across the street, trying out questions as I drove that would tell me if she had killed Mitchell Sanders. After all, if Sanders had a part in the blackmail scheme, she would have an excellent motive. And if she didn’t kill Sanders, surely she would share what she knew to help her son. As I parked in a visitor space in front of the hotel, Becca exited briskly from the multi-story glass façade, wearing a signature pink silk suit, her face screened behind owl-eyed sunglasses. She pulled a small leather suitcase on retractable wheels and was clearly aimed towards a new pink Miata double parked in the guest lane. She was leaving and wasting no time in doing so.

I speed walked across the narrow parking lot and caught up with her. No wonder she was wearing large dark glasses: her face was pocked with bb sized red welts from glass shards driven into her checks and forehead during the accident, her upper lip was blue and bulging at one corner, and the perfect hairdo was a wilted tuft of blond hair, cow licking in all the wrong places. When I touched her arm to slow her down, she jerked back and barred her teeth at me. I should have known better than to touch a crazy person. Not a very professional term: crazy person. I was giving myself permission to be nonprofessional, temporarily, because I wasn’t her counselor and frankly I detested the woman. I was sorry for her injuries, but I still didn’t like her. “Get your hands off me,” she barked. Then squinting at me through the dark lens, said only slightly less viciously, “Oh, it’s you. What do you want? I’m in a hurry.”

I kept my hand on her arm. “We have to talk.”

She pulled away and continued to walk. I grasped her arm again, this time with more force. “Let me go or I’ll have you arrested for assault. Tell Garland Wang whatever you have to say. I don’t have time to deal with you.”

“Becca,” I said through clenched teeth, “we need to talk. Mitchell Sanders was found dead in Paul’s basement this morning. The police have taken Paul downtown. Not arrested yet. But it looks very bad for him.”

Becca’s arm went slack and dropped to her side. I took that as a partial truce and guided her a few feet to a trellised garden courtyard attached to the concrete and glass expanse of the hotel. We sat on an iron bench surrounded by knee high maidenhair ferns, blooming white camellias, and one beautifully manicured red Japanese maple tree. Under other circumstances the mini-garden would be a welcome retreat from city noise, today it was a private place to corral Becca. It took about three seconds for her to regain composure and hiss at me. “What are you talking about? That’s absurd. Paulie can’t stomp a spider without getting nauseous. He couldn’t kill anyone.”

“I know that, the police don’t. Sanders was killed at Paul’s house, your father’s house, sometime last night and right now your son is the number one suspect.” Becca looked off into the distance and said nothing. Then with a deep sigh she slouched her shoulders and rubbed her eyes behind the sunglasses. Her hands were shaking and I was suddenly sad for her. She was human after all—maybe. “I’m so sorry to bring bad news Becca. You must still hurt everywhere imaginable from your accident. I have a thermos of tea in my car. Could I get you some?”

She sat up straighter and cleared her throat. “Tea? No, I don’t want any tea. Just tell me what happened. Why would Mitchell Sanders be skulking around in Paul’s basement? I was under the impression their relationship was over.”

Since I could see little of Becca’s eyes around her glasses, it was impossible to gauge her facial expression. She sounded sincere. Was it possible she didn’t know why Sanders would sneak around the basement of the Tournay house? “I‘m not sure why Sanders was there,” I hedged. “I had an appointment with Paul today, at your request, remember, to set up an appointment for him to sign the trust over to you. When I got to the house the police were there. Paul said he arrived home about eleven this morning and found Mitchell’s body at the base of the basement stairs. The detective isn’t saying much; though it’s doubtful Sanders just happened to fall down the stairs and inflict several scratch wounds on his arms and face as he fell. And there is something else: Sanders had a Halloween facemask of Richard Nixon with him when he died. That points to him being the one who shot at you.”

I looked sideways at Becca in an attempt to see if she had scratches similar to Sanders on her arms and face; fruitless—there was no way to differentiate her accident wounds from ones possibly gotten from a struggle with Sanders. Then it finally hit me and I was embarrassed at my own density. So much for being trained to understand people and their motives better than the average bear…Becca would not kill Sanders in the Tournay house and then leave him at the bottom of the stairs. No, Becca would have arranged a meeting with a blackmailer somewhere else, far away from her father’s house.

Becca looked suspicious. “Why would Mitchell Sanders shoot at me?”

“I believe Mitchell thought he and Paul would get back together. If Paul controlled the trust, he might have some control over Paul and help himself to some of the money. So maybe he was trying to keep you from getting control of the trust when he shot at you.” Becca shrugged, as though she didn’t care what Sanders thought, or did. “Anyway,” I continued, “Mitchell Sanders is dead and Paul says he was with a friend all last night, except he won’t give the person’s name.”

“Of course not.” Becca replied sadly, “My son, ever the gentleman!”

I let her remark dissipate into the air, and then took a leap of faith onto the narrow ledge of connection between Sanders, the Nixon Halloween mask, and Becca. “I know Mitchell Sanders called you last night at the hospital. What did he want?”

“What makes you think he called me?’

“Becca, please. The police will find out soon enough when they check out the numbers dialed from his cell phone. Tell me what he wanted. It may help clear your son and find the real killer.”

“Nonsense, “she snorted. “What makes you think you can find a murderer? You’re just Garland Wang’s middle-aged gofer. Butt out, Dr. McNeal. You’ll make a mess of things. The police will find the killer soon enough. And who knows, maybe the jerk just fell down the stairs and hit his head. No great loss to humanity.”

The acidic Becca had returned. My sympathy evaporated. Was I the only one sitting there on the bench concerned about Paul? “Look Ms. Tournay, you don’t seem to understand the process here. If the police think Paul is the killer, they won’t go looking anywhere else. Do you want your son to spend the rest of his life in some grimy cinderblock cell scared to death of being attacked by a real killer? I’m a psychologist, Becca; I know what I’m talking about. Criminals are not nice people and prison is not a pretty place.”

Becca’s lips tightened. At least I’d gotten her attention. She reached in her designer purse and brought out a package of Marlboro Lights and a slim gold lighter. After she lit a cigarette she sat smoking and staring out into the traffic on Peachtree Street. I was wondering how a person could tout the epitome of health through dancing, and still abuse her body with tobacco, when she spoke again. “Okay, Mitchell Sanders did call me at the hospital last night. Though I don’t know what difference it makes.”

Finally, a glimmer of cooperation. “What did he want?”

Becca drew deeply on her cigarette and continued to look away from me. “Money. He wanted money. I told him I wouldn’t have any more until I had control of the trust. I’m borrowed to the hilt right now with expanding my studios. There is no extra cash.”

“Did he just accept that, and say fine, have a nice day, sorry I bothered you?”

She crushed her cigarette on the concrete walkway at her feet and dropped the butt in a plastic baggie in her purse. “Of course not,” she huffed. “The little shit didn’t believe me. Kept going on and on about what he would do, if I didn’t pay. We argued. I finally told him I was not going to deal with them separately, to bring his partner and meet me here at my hotel this morning, at ten. Nobody showed, of course. I was leaving to go back to Columbia when you stopped me. I have a business appointment at eight tonight.”

That was just about what I had figured. As for the rest of the details, I was skating on thin ice. I needed more details. “His partner? You mean Angel Turner?”

Another cigarette came out of the Marlboro box and Becca paused to light it. I held my breath thinking she was not going to answer me when she shrugged and said, “The tall queen of antiques! They made a striking pair, don’t you think. Two weasels sneaking around right under Paul’s nose.” Then she was quick to add, “Don’t you see, there is no way Paul would kill Mitchell Sanders, because he doesn’t know anything about Turner and Sanders being together, or that I know either of them.”

I didn’t take time to correct her about Paul thinking Sanders was unfaithful to him with Angel Turner. It didn’t matter at that point. I needed to get the rest of the story before Becca closed up on me. “How long have you been giving Angel Turner and Sanders money?” I hesitated to use the word blackmail, thought that was clearly what it was.

After a theatrical look of innocence, which I returned with my best scowl, Becca answered, “Oh, all right. Whatever. I’m tired of the whole mess. I gave them fifteen thousand back in July, then I told her two weeks ago when she badgered me on the phone—just like I told Sanders, I won’t have any more cash until I get control of the trust. They are both pond scum. However, I did not kill Sanders.”

No wonder Becca was pressing to get her hands on the Tournay money. If Paul had control, she would have to confess the blackmail business in order to pay Turner, and her father’s secrets would no longer be secrets. “So, you made the appointment for this morning to delay them until Paul signed the papers?” She nodded yes. “Did you know Angel Turner before this past July when you gave her the money?”

Another cigarette was crushed and added to the plastic bag. “I’ve known her for several years. Her grandfather and Papa were partners at one time in a shopping center over on Briarcliff. Papa told me they were friends from the war, both of them in France together. From what I gathered, her grandfather, Boo Turner, was some sort of musician. Anyway, Papa bought out Turner’s interest back in the seventies. Then about five years ago Angel surfaced and sold Papa on the idea of converting the empty Winn-Dixie store on the front of the shopping center into an antiques mall. She keeps sales space there for her antiques business, Aunt Sue’s, or some tasteless name like that, and rents the rest of the spaces out to other dealers. Papa thought it was a great idea. After he died the arrangement was continued by the trust attorney.”

Ah, now I saw the connection. How clever of Angel. “And for handling the dealer space rentals Angel gets a management fee paid to SBT each month? Was Mitchell Sanders one of the antique dealers who rented space?”

Becca frowned. “How did you know about SBT?” When I didn’t reply. She brushed off my non-answer and continued. “Well, it doesn’t matter now. She and her grandfather still get a management fee. There’s nothing illegal about that. She just got greedy and wanted more. She insisted her grandfather was entitled to more money from the original sale, said Papa hadn’t treated him fairly, hadn’t paid enough for his share when he bought him out. I know that’s a lie, just like everything else she says. My father was a fair and honest person. He would never cheat Mr. Turner. Anyway, I saw Mitchell Sanders at the antiques mall several times talking to Angel, so it didn’t take much to put them together as partners in her little money scheme, especially after he moved in with Paulie. I doubt Sanders ever cared for Paulie; he was only interested in the money.”

A light came on in my mind. “Becca, it was probably Angel who sent you that awful doll when you stalled her on coming up with more money. You have to know that. So why accuse Paul?” The light stayed on and I answered my own question. “Unless…you were in a panic to come up with a plan to get the trust in a hurry. If Paul sent the doll, that would make a case that he is unfit to manage the funds.” I shook my head sadly. “Oh Becca, if you and Paul were closer you could have talked to him. You would have known he’d give you what you wanted.”

“Well, it doesn’t matter now,” she said, “Paul will sign the papers tomorrow and I’ll do what I need to do to shut Angel Turner up. They can have the entire proceeds from the shopping center if that will shut her up. I don’t care.”

“That’s all well and good, except for one small fact. Paul is a suspect for Mitchell Sanders’ murder. If he didn’t kill Sanders, and I don’t think he did, and you didn’t kill him, Angel Turner probably did. I think Angel and Mitchell were double crossing each other, trying to make separate deals with you. Maybe Angel found out about Mitchell calling you and got mad enough to kill him. You have to tell the police about the blackmail. They need to question Angel.”

“What? You are out of your mind,” she spat at me. “You are supposed to be working for me, not against me. How could you suggest I just waltz downtown and repeat this whole sordid story to the police? I will most certainly not do that.”

I was so exasperated with Becca Tournay I wanted to scream. How could she be so selfish? “But Becca, you have to. For Paul.”

She shook her head no and both palms went up towards me, as though to push me away. “You have no idea what you are asking me to do.”

“But I do know. I’m asking you to tell the truth to save your son.”

“If I go to the police I’ll have to repeat the lies that Angel person is saying.” Becca lit another cigarette and spoke through the haze. I’d lost count of how many she’d smoked since we sat down. “It’s lies, all lies! They would ruin Papa’s reputation as a gifted artist and teacher with their filthy lies. I can’t let them do that. Papa would never forgive me.”

“What lies could they tell, Becca? The blackmail isn’t just about the sale of the shopping center, is it? It’s about your mother, isn’t it—about who killed her. Think, Becca, there is nothing the Turners can do to hurt your father now. It’s the living you need to protect. Paul needs you now, not your father.”

She put her hands over her ears. “Stop it, stop it! Why you are saying those dreadful things? I told you it was all lies. Just shut up. And get away from me. You are fired; you hear me, fired!”

This confrontation with Becca was developing into a familiar therapy session. The client wants to stay in denial, the counselor tries to lead her to acceptance, and the client throws down an avalanche of emotion to avoid the truth. It was time to reign in the emotions and get her to focus on helping her son. “Listen, please.” I tried to grasp her right arm; she jerked away and sat sideways on the bench. “We will never know what really happened with your mother. Maybe it was an accident, a terrible accident. What possible proof could the Turners have, after all these years?” I paused, and waded in the rest of the way. I had to find out how much she knew about the source of her father’s fortune. “Becca, turn around, please. Tell me. What else do they know about your father? Is there anything else they are threatening to tell?”

Becca spun around, removing her sunglasses, and glared at me with wild animal eyes. Both hands came up to claw at me. Fortunately, I was a half second ahead of her and intercepted her slim wrists, forcing them down on her lap. She struggled, then gave up trying to free herself. “There’s nothing else, you bitch,” she snarled. “Isn’t that enough?”

Her bruise-rimmed eyes were full of hate, and tears. I measured her answer and decided that Becca didn’t know anything about her father and Turner’s business ventures, other than the shopping center. And why would Angel and Sanders make threats to reveal that, anyway? They were still making profits from the old business. It also made sense that Becca, being Becca, would have found a way to con Paul out of the contents I thought were left stored in the basement, if she had known, and then there would have been no reason for Angel and Sanders to be there last night. I released her hands and she looked away. Protecting her father’s reputation, and her image of him, was all that mattered for Becca.

I wanted to tell her about her father sending me a dream. I wanted to say somewhere her father prays for forgiveness, and that her mother’s wedding ring still rests in her childhood house. I wanted to say her father loved her, but perhaps showed it less than she needed because of his own guilt in making her motherless. I wanted to say sons are meant to be loved and cherished, not used as scapegoats for our own jealousy. I wanted to say I was so sorry she had grown up without a mother to kiss her wounds and value her successes. Sadly, I would say none of these things. Today was not Becca’s day to hear.

“Yes, you are right,” I replied, “that is enough. But, if you don’t tell me the whole story about the Turners and Sanders, how will we help Paul?”

She sniffed and shook her plastic baggie of cigarette butts. Was she counting them? “I didn’t hire you to help Paul, or to meddle in my life. Your job is to make sure Paul shows up tomorrow to sign the trust papers. That’s all.”

So it seemed we were at a Mexican standoff, Becca and I, whatever that means. “Well, that could be difficult if he’s in jail for murder.”

“Don’t be ridiculous. The Atlanta police will realize they have the wrong person, or his friend will come around with an alibi for him. I’ll call Garland Wang and get him to hire the best criminal attorney he knows.”

“Paul already has an attorney, John Edgars. I’ve spoken with him, and hopefully he’s on his way downtown now.”

“So there,” she quipped, as though the whole business was settled. “Edgars will straighten the mess out. We don’t have to worry about Paul.”

I shut my eyes and felt a tension headache swimming up my neck and backstroking for my brain. I just knew if I slapped Becca the pain would subside. What was going on with me? That was the second time in less than a day that I wanted to attack someone. I had to get a grip.

When I opened my eyes Becca was standing, gathering her purse, cigarettes, lighter, and suitcase. She spoke to me as though we were old friends catching up on news. “I have to go or I won’t make my appointment in Columbia. As part of my studio expansion I’m adding Yoga classes. Tonight I’m negotiating with Ram Habatta, a celebrated Yogi, to work for me. My studios will be unique in the dance world.” She checked her gold Piaget watch. “He’s flying in from Santa Fe and I can’t be late.”

I watched Becca walk away to her new pink Miata and wondered how she would explain the bruises and cuts on her face to her new business associate. No doubt the story would be a good one. I shook my head and wagered she would also find time to have her hair done before she met the famous Ram Habatta at the airport.

She drove past me without so much as a wave. Well, that little confrontation certainly didn’t net the results I’d hoped for, except for the confirmation that Angel Turner and Mitchell Sanders were partners. What I didn’t know was if Boo Turner was part of the blackmail game. No matter, since I doubted he killed Sanders; that could wait.

I ‘d told Becca her mother’s death was probably an accident. Did I really believe that? I wasn’t sure. It was hard to envision how a person could accidentally lock their hands around another’s neck and strangle the life out of them. I’d counseled enough victims and perpetrators of domestic violence to know that, at then end of the day, one or both persons breaks the law and the legal definition of that defining act will determine accident, or intentional. It’s a woefully inadequate framework for such a complicated human dynamic, where extreme emotion rules; but having imperfect laws for domestic violence is better than having no laws. One thing I knew for sure: a dream of Stella’s death called me to Atlanta to find the box with Paul Tournay’s note and Stella’s ring inside, and accident or not, Paul Tournay bore the guilt of his wife’s death.

Well, all right, I told myself, enough philosophy. One of us has to come up with a plan to help Paul; and since Becca was driving her new sports car eastward to Columbia in a cloud of selfish pink denial, that left me. What could I do? I sat on the bench, trying to formulate a next step, and thinking about Howell Bennett saying Stella’s mother didn’t protect her from her father until it was too late, how Becca was unwilling to protect her son, and how many of us believe we don’t get the parents we deserve, and how that is so true. Some of us don’t. With the late afternoon Atlanta sun warming my face and the soothing sound of a chickadee flitting about in a nearby Bradford Pear tree, I resolved to help Paul, and regardless of her saying I was fired, I’d also find a way to bill Ms. Becca Tournay for the time I’d spend doing it: because, well, just because.
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“A dream which is not interpreted is like
A letter, which is not read.”
…The Talmud

14.
 

I don’t think of myself as brave. The Lone Ranger I am not. I knew I needed help. After my conversation with Becca, I also needed a strong cup of coffee. In search of the coffee, and while thinking about the help part, I dragged the headache Becca had blessed me with back to the Subaru, turned left out of the hotel parking lot and waded through afternoon traffic on Peachtree Street four blocks to Starbucks Café. A la Grande Costa Rican Gold with plenty of half and half gave me the boost necessary to call Susan.

As I unfolded the story of Mitchell Sanders’ death, and my conversation with Becca, Susan kept saying, “Oh Glory, Oh Glory!” Then she stirred in the comment, “See, see, I told you this is a real mystery. Just like the Maisie Dobbs books. This is just too exciting. What are we going to do, Miz P?” She was way too happy about this whole Tournay drama. I almost asked her what she thought Maisie would do in a situation like this; then decided she would probably take the question seriously. I did remind Susan if a fictional character got into deep water, the author could always write her safely back onto shore. Mitchell Sanders’ murder was not fiction. Someone really had nailed a bald python snake to my front door and cut my phone line, and I really was sitting on Peachtree Street in Atlanta, Georgia, plotting a way to catch a killer, without becoming the next victim.

Susan finally sobered, somewhat, and agreed to press her friend Melissa back into service to finish out the day at Granny’s Store and then leave immediately to meet me at Paul Tournay’s house. She suggested it would be a good idea to call her dad and ask him to check my house and Mamma cat’s food bowl, and, as much as I hated to be obligated to Daniel, I acquiesced. “And I reckon I better go ahead and tell Daddy where I’m going. He’ll probably pitch a fit, but no use in trying to hide it, since he can find me anyway.”

What a curious thing to say. “What do you mean, he can find you, anyway?”

“Oh, Daddy worries a lot about me, on these mountain roads at night and all, so when I got my Jeep, he ordered one of these little finder dumabobbers and installed it in my glove box.”

I had no idea what Susan was talking about. “What little finder dumabobber?”

“Oh, you know,” she rattled on, “they advertise them in the guy magazines. It looks like a fat little metal disk. Hunters put them on the hounds’ collars to track the dogs when they are running coons, or bear, or whatever. Then the hunters use this little lap top gizmo to find the dogs. It’s just a mini computer, sort of.” Well, that explained why I’d never heard of a ‘dumabobber’. Articles on hounds and coon hunting are not the norm in Psychology Today. “That way, you see, if my Jeep breaks down or I have a wreck and the cell phone won’t work, which it most likely doesn’t up here in the mountains, Daddy can find me. It pissed me off at first. Like he was spying on me all the time. But I got to tell you, Miz P, when I was younger and stupid, just knowing that little tracking device was there sure kept me out of some places I didn’t need to be. Made me think about where I was fixing to go more than once or twice.”

I had an idea. “Susan, can you detach the tracking device?”

“Well sure, I guess I could. But you think I want Daddy to beat my butt all the way to Tennessee, and back?”

“No, I don’t mean permanently. I mean just for a little while. We could put it back.”

“Well, I guess. But why?”

“Listen,” I was excited about the prospects of my idea. “Just drive your jeep down here, and bring the laptop Daniel uses to locate you, and also bring a tube of really strong glue from the store. I’ll explain when you get here. And don’t forget the power cord, in case the computer thing needs charging.” Course, I had to admit my whole theory might be a wild goose chase and I’d look like a fool later on. Since it wouldn’t be the first, or the last time I’d been a fool, I decided to ignore the foolish pitfall. After all, I was on a mission to catch a thief and expose a murderer.

I instructed Susan to wait for me on Howell Mill Road, at the entrance to Bennett Trace, in the drive of a vacant house I’d noticed with a for sale sign in the front yard. That was just in case RB Barnes’ crew was still at the house. My next stop, I told her, was going to be a little antique shopping on Briarcliff Road.

Finding Tournay’s shopping center was easy. Back when Randall and I were married we lived in a red brick ranch off Briarcliff Road. It was a cute house: Pooh Bear wallpaper in the nursery, a huge droning attic fan to cool down the Atlanta summer nights and lull you into an unreal sense of security, and three giant pecan trees on the front lawn. I hoped the pecan trees fared better than the marriage. In those days, when I grocery shopped at the now defunct Winn-Dixie, the center was a modest tan brick L-shaped affair with the leg of the L being two stories to accommodate sensible services like dentists, tax preparers, and insurance agencies. The roof was early fifties, low sloped, and the second story balcony had iron railings and stairs. The grocery store was free standing and sat forward of the business center, facing Briarcliff, with lots of open asphalt parking spaces. Utilitarian would be the word for the whole shopping area. There wasn’t a tree or shrub on the entire lot, unless you counted the seasonal plants—hanging baskets of Petunias or baby tomato bushes, sometimes found outside the Winn-Dixie entrance.

Today, as I drove into the parking area, had I not been sure of the location, I would not have recognized the place. Briarcliff Palisades had definitely been remodeled to reflect some marketing person’s concept of success branding. Now the entire L design was two stories of arched textured stucco walls. A second wing jutted to the right of the original center. The color was either desert sunset or one of the garish Mary Kay corals, depending on your point of view, and the addition of a round stucco fountain surrounded by pockets of lush landscaping made me think of The Alamo. Every rentable space was filled with upscale shops: nail salons, hair salons, video and phone stores, and the like. Apparently folks around this area of Briarcliff now had no tooth problems, bought their car insurance on line, and did not file taxes. A chic looking taqueria, advertising vegetarian and fish tacos, perched on the left front of the parking lot. Fish taco? Surely that was an oxymoron.

My destination was to the right of the restaurant, the old Winn-Dixie, now the new Briar Patch Antiques Mall: complete with a grinning five foot tall Brer Rabbit, or maybe it was a more politically correct Peter Rabbit, sporting a top hat and tails and standing at the entrance. Was the rabbit the Mall’s idea of a Wal-Mart greeter? I raked a comb through my hair and put on a little lip-gloss before I gave the rabbit a wave and passed through the glass doors.

A rush of cold air conditioning and soothing oldies music swirled around me as I entered. I was grateful the rap crowd hadn’t discovered antiques, yet. The place was logically arranged with a long glass checkout counter up front and multiple aisles marching perpendicular to it from front to back. Given the size of the store, it looked as though this could take hours, and I would have to cruise up and down the myriad of individual booth spaces looking like I was a typical shopper in search of bargains. Of course, I could just ask the clerk up front to point me to Aunt Sue’s Antiques, but that seemed too obvious.

I settled on a plan to quickly find something to buy, and with my new treasure in hand, I would look less conspicuous searching the store for Angel Turner. Working from left to right, I sauntered down a couple of aisles and fingered about a hundred pieces of colored glass and delicate china, which I know nothing about, and looked at a couple of old prints. One was of a little girl pouring milk from a pitcher for her kitten. It was sweet, but there was a water stain on the top left corner and I doubted I could live with its extreme cuteness for very long. The other looked promising: a fine lined black and white drawing, until I realized I was studying a lithograph of Marie Antoinette on her way to have her head chopped off. No sale on that one. I was telling myself to quit being so choosey, it didn’t matter what I bought, I just needed to pick something I could carry, when I saw the deep amber-colored violin lying atop a piece of black velvet. As I lifted the scrolled neck and stroked its worn arched face, a tall olive skinned woman in a long patchwork skirt and ruffled red blouse materialized at my side, casting a shadow across the instrument and bringing with her the scent of Patchouli and the tinkling of a score of silver bracelets.

“I can see you appreciate the old stories this one could tell, my dear,” she purred in a gravelly northern voice. “My name is Marda. This is my booth. For you I will make a discount and you can have it for one-fifty.” A hundred and fifty dollars! I was thinking of maybe a thirty-dollar cover to make me look legitimate. I must have looked startled because she took my arm, preventing me from returning the violin to its velvet nest. “Ah, I know. There is no case and no bow—those you can buy anywhere.” She took my hand and passed it across the violin’s surface again. I did love the sensual curve of the shape. “Feel the wood calling out to you? It speaks your name.” She crooned as though we shared a delicious secret. “A fine violin is like a woman, you know. It sweetens with age and playing.”

I didn’t know whether to laugh or run like hell. A modern day gypsy hanging out at the Briar Patch Antiques Mall? Probably not. Salesmanship is a strange and creative talent. I took a step back and regained my composure. “Do you know anything about the maker of the violin?” I asked in a businesslike tone, though I don’t know why since I know absolutely nothing about violins.

She released her hold on my arm. “The maker doesn’t matter, darling,” she replied haughtily, “unless you are buying a Strad, which you are not for the price I quoted you. Okay, today is your lucky day. One hundred dollars and this is my best price.” With that announcement, she sawed her hands together and outward as though she released something into the air. How could I resist? I gave her five twenties, got a receipt for myself and to show the ladies up front I’d paid the dealer direct, and walked away with my purchase. I hoped there was an ATM machine nearby since that left me with six dollars in my purse. At least I’d bought something and looked like a legitimate shopper. Since I was the only one who knew I was too broke now to buy anything else, I wandered down the rest of that aisle and onto the next, stopping often to inspect merchandise, and keeping an eye out for the owner of Aunt Sue’s.

As I was asking myself just how many Beanie Babies the world needed, and what someone would do with a single wrought iron leg of an ancient treadle sewing machine, I saw a wizened black man perched on a green metal kitchen stool in the last booth of that section. He was gently picking the stings of a worn guitar and pretending to look in another direction; but I could feel him watching me. He looked alone in the booth, no Angel. Mustering courage, I walked in his direction. I don’t know what I expected of Boo Turner since the pictures I’d seen of him were over fifty years old; but this old, tired looking man was not it. Where had the joy and the energy gone? Sometimes the price of living a long life seems entirely too high.

I stopped at his booth to study a small sweet grass basket; he looked away, not meeting my eyes. “Good afternoon, sir,” I said pleasantly. “Are these South Carolina low country baskets?” I moved closer to him, forcing him to look up at me from his stool. He nodded yes, closed his eyes, and continued to finger out chords on the guitar. Picking up another basket to examine, I looked around nonchalantly and saw no one who might be Angel, then fueled by a thin burst of bravery, I dragged a plastic chair next to him and sat down. “I hope you don’t mind me sitting for a bit. It has been a long day.”

He shook his head. “Wouldn’t matter if I did, now would it?”

“No, I suppose not,” I replied, and smiled. We sat silently for a moment. When he finally opened his eyes, I held out my purchase to him. “Bought this violin. Or is it a fiddle? I don’t know if there is a difference.”

“Only to the man playing it.”

“Good. I thought I’d give it to a fiddling man. Do you play the fiddle?”

His fingers rested atop the guitar strings, and he turned his cloudy eyes to me. He seemed to be trying to get my face into focus. “No Ma’am. No fiddles. I fool around with this here guitar box to give me something to do with my hands these days. Used to, I was a horn man, till the whiskey took my wind. I expect you know that already, now don’t you?”

I kept his watery gaze and answered, “Yes, I expect I do, Mr. Turner.”

“I thought so,” he said softly and looked off in the direction of the front entrance. I followed his look, wondering if he was expecting Angel. “I felt in my old bones that was you when I seen you talking to Marda. I knew you’d be coming, just didn’t know when.”

I was having trouble following him. “Do you know who I am, Mr. Turner?”

He began picking a familiar tune I couldn’t quite place and replied, “I don’t know your name; but I know you the one to tell it. Angel can’t do nothing bout that now. I knew it when I had me a dream the other night, old friends and old memories.”

I sympathized with him, but I didn’t come to compare dreams. I had so many questions for Boo Turner; I didn’t know where to begin. Thinking I would start on neutral ground, I said, “I wonder about my old violin here. The label on the inside says Frank Ball, Springfield Massachusetts, 1932. I paid a hundred dollars for it. Do you suppose I made a good trade?”

Turner was suddenly interested in my purchase. “What did you say? Hand me that thing.” I gave him the violin and he produced a magnifying glass from his pocket. Turning the top of the instrument towards the overhead florescent light, he aimed the glass at the paper label inside and began to shake with a snickering little laugh.

“What’s so funny?”

Digging a worn handkerchief from his pants pocket to wipe his eyes, Turner returned my violin. “Lord, Lord,” he said, still laughing. “This old world sure is a funny place sometimes. Here you are hunting me down about something happened a long time ago, not knowing nothing about fiddles, and there is old Marda. Why that raggedy old woman would try and sell you a mouse turd and make you think it was a black Russian opal. Now old Marda done outsmart herself.”

I was not following him. “I don’t understand. What do you mean?”

Turner stifled his laughter, grinned; showing a mouth full of tobacco stained teeth, and lowered his voice. “Cause, girl, this here looks like it really is a Frank C. Ball violin. Old Mr. Ball from Springfield worked for the Smith and Wesson gun factory by day back in the thirties, and carved fine pieces like this at night. The man only made about a hundred and twenty-five in his whole lifetime. And they sound real real good. Why just look at that flame maple back and spruce wood top. Feel how the top bulges up real graceful-like as you run your hand over it. It’s the fineness of them archings and the width of the wood there that gives the fiddle its heaven sound, most like the human voice than any other musical instrument. This here is a beauty! You get her cleaned a little bit, find yourself a fine pernambuco wood bow, and you got yourself something worth a lot more than a hundred dollars, maybe three or four thousand.”

“Really?” I asked skeptically.

“Yes, ma’am. That’s the truth. Uh huh, it is for a fact.” In an instant his smile vanished and his voice became serious. “Now I know you didn’t come here looking to talk about fiddles. What do you want with me? I’m an old man living on borrowed days. You aiming to make what’s left of my time bad?”

I felt sadness for Turner; yet I had to follow this Tournay thing to the end. “That’s not my intention, Mr. Turner. I’m not the police. I just have a couple of questions for you. A history lesson, you might say.” He tilted is head to one side, assessing my words. “By the way, where is your granddaughter, Angel?”

“Ah, “he said. “Angel. Angel, she had business over in Marietta today, buying an estate of some old lady what died. You thinking of taking on Angel, I guarantee you outmatched. Do yourself a favor and don’t be messing with Angel.”

At that moment I didn’t know what I was taking on. I was flying purely on instinct. “Mr. Turner, Mitchell Sanders is dead. Murdered, probably. Young Paul Tournay found him at the bottom of his basement stairs this morning.”

“Mitchell Sanders,” Turner repeated, as though trying to conjure up a face to go with the name. “Is he that little blond white boy thinks he deserves to be a famous actor?”

“Yes, I think we are talking about the same person.”

“Uh huh. He got a booth around on the first aisle you come to, sells all that ugly fifties crap. All the time hanging around over here with Angel. I think he believe Angel can get him in the movies, what with the people she used to know up in New York. Course, that ain’t so. Folks like that New York City crowd lose your name soon as you get out of sight. I know that from personal experience. Mitchell Sanders, that boy so hungry for being famous he hears what he wants to hear, just like most of us, I reckon.” Turner paused for a few seconds to shake his head in pity. “Yes, ma’am. I saw plenty of boys like him in the music business. They don’t usually amount to nothing. You make it; you got to not want it so much. You want it too much, then you likely do something stupid to get at it. You know what I mean?”

Deepak Chopra could not have said it better. “Yes, sir, I think I do. Tell me. Does it surprise you Sanders was killed at the Tournay’s house?”

Turner played a three-note chord several times, perhaps conjuring memories of the house. “Naw, that don’t strike me as a surprise. Somebody should’a burned that place down long time ago. Nothing except heartache and misery living there.”

I sensed Turner might not know about the complicated alliance between Sanders and Angel. Although, if he didn’t, why wouldn’t he question Sanders’ being in the house? That seemed odd. But who was I kidding? Mamma Cat was a better detective than I was. What made me think I was smart enough to figure out any of this convoluted story? I decided to change directions to something I thought I did know about. “Mr. Turner, what happened the night Stella Tournay died? What was hidden in the house that made you and Paul feel you needed to carry her body down to the creek?”

He sighed and cradled the guitar flat on his lap. “Well, now we get to it. I figured that’s what you come for. I could see it in your eyes when you made a beeline over here to me. Yes, ma’am, your eyes say you put the most of it together already, but your curiosity got you fever burning to know the rest. That’s a fact.” His mouth crinkled in a sad frown and we sat quietly, him perhaps weighing what he would say and me wondering if I was as transparent as he had called. Was I so curious I was burning to know the rest? Was a base emotion like curiosity driving me…. not a righteous desire to help the Tournay’s? Labeling it curiosity brought to mind what curiosity cost the cat. I shot a glance to the front door, half expecting Angel to appear.

Turner shifted his position on the stool and sat up a little straighter, bringing me back to the moment. “Well, I’ll tell you this. Stella was one tetchy white woman. Lord, what a temper. Nothing suited her. I didn’t like her even the least little bit; but I didn’t kill her, and that’s God’s own truth.”

“I didn’t think you did, Mr. Turner. You did help Paul carry her down to the creek though, didn’t you?”

He closed his eyes and nodded. “Yes, I did. I sure did do that. Out of the house and over the creek across the old mill wall, so we didn’t leave any footprints in the yard.”

He continued to nod his head, as though remembering. I waited. When he was ready, he began again. “Me and the band, we was playing at the Henry Grady Hotel in Atlanta that night. It was some big who-do for the Ansley Park ladies club, or something like that. Lots of rich white folks in tuxedos and ball gowns drinking champagne, and waltzing around impressing one another. Good money in it for us. We was in the second set; the piano man was going through Stardust Melody when a waiter come and got me off the bandstand. Paul was on the telephone, said to come to the house right away. He was crying and carrying on real bad. Said he’d been trying to give her air, mouth-to-mouth, and pumping and pumping on her chest to bring her back. It wasn’t no use. She was long dead when I got there.” I remembered the newspapers accounts of Stella’s broken ribs, and now I understood.

Boo Turner looked past me, off into the distance, seeing that night as it had happened. “I ain’t never been taken by anything, or anybody, like Paul was taken by Stella, lessen you count all the whiskey I used to drink. Never wanted to love a woman like Paul loved Stella. Too much pain. Lord-a-mighty, Stella, she was…” He stumbled over his words and paused. “…She was like, I don’t know, like a match you didn’t never have to light. It just sparked sometimes on its own and burned up everything it touched.” Turner sighed so heavily his already stooped shoulders rounded closer to his body.

“I knew it wasn’t right, but what was done was done. We carried her body across the creek. Then we went down stream some piece, far enough away the police wouldn’t be obliged to look too hard around the house.” Turner shook his head side to side with the same regret I’d have if I couldn’t swerve to miss a deer. “It was Paul decided we had to hang her out over the creek, to keep animals from getting to her. I was the one had to go back to the house and get a piece of clothesline. I remember I was pissed as a hornet about that and wondering how come I let myself get mixed up with this crazy white man in the first place. When I got back to the creek, he was crying again and saying how Stella lost her shoe while we was carrying her. Insisted we look for it so she’d have both her shoes. I wouldn’t do it. I’d had enough. Wasn’t no way I was rooting around in the dark looking for that damn shoe. I told him, I said, ‘Man, think about what you asking. Some neighbor just as likely see us as not. And who you think they’ll strap in the electric chair? My black ass, not yours!’ Directly, he calmed down and we done what we had to do and went on back at the house—had to clean up the mess where Stella broke about every glass and dinner plate in the place. Paul didn’t say nothing while we were sweeping up, real quiet, like Stella being dead was beginning to set in on him. I hated to leave him like that, but after a while I went on down to the hotel to play the last set with the band. He went on to his in-laws to pick up the little girl.”

“Becca?”

“Yeah, Becca. I seen her around here. She favors Paul some, but she ain’t nothing like him. More like her mamma, I expect.”

“You told Angel the story?”

“Yeah. When Paul died I thought I could forget, but it got to haunting me worse and worse. I wasn’t drinking, though I sure wanted to. Was having bad nightmares, thinking maybe somebody would come after me for Stella’s death. See, with Paul gone, who’s to know it wasn’t me killed her? I was worrying myself sick about it and needing to tell somebody. Should’ve kept my mouth shut, that’s what I should’ve done. Since Angel come back home she’s hard, angry. Maybe she’s fighting to be her own self, or just mad cause that fancy modeling thing didn’t last forever. I don’t know. Hell, I told her nobody gets to do nothing really good forever. Just look at me and my music. It’s all gone, pissed away like yesterdays beer.”

“What was in the Tournay house, Mr. Turner? What was so important you had to hang Stella out over Howell Creek to hide it from the police?”

He rubbed a thin wrinkled hand the color of ash across his mouth and sat silently for a few seconds. When he continued it was a whisper. “Stuff,” he said, “Just lots of old stuff. Church stuff, fancy gold pictures painted on wood, china, silver, and glass stuff made to look like jewels, peoples’ watches and rings. Stuff Paul said was high-class art and was worth something. All looked like junk to me back then. You see, me and Paul, and Stella, worked at the same club in Paris. We never thought the Germans would take France. It surprised us when they marched into Paris like the devil laying claim to hell. Then we heard the French government was cooperating, paying them money and shutting eyes to the killing. It wasn’t long before they started stealing. This one smart-ass officer, Horst was his name, was making Paul, and some of the others, round up all kinds of belongings from the rich Jews around Paris. He knew Paul was hiding Stella, her being American and all, so there wasn’t much choice in the matter. I helped Paul cause we was friends. Paul didn’t have no street sense about him and I figured he’s get caught just on his own.”

That German bastard would sit in his office like a king and make Paul tote what they’d taken down to him so he could paw over it, and then ship the good pieces to the higher ups in Berlin. At least, that’s where they told Paul it was going. Who knows? I never went to the office. Horst didn’t want me around. To him I was schwarze: that’s like saying nigger in German. He didn’t never know if I was American, or not, didn’t care. Suited me fine; I hated the murdering fuckers. Time went by and Paul got more and more pissed at the Nazis. That’s when he started to hold some back. Could have got us all shot by the Nazi’s, but Paul did it anyway. Then it was one for Horst, and two for us, one for the Nazi, two for us.” Turner laughed, pleased I guess that Paul Tournay had fooled the Nazis, and lived to tell about it.

Turner reached into a cooler under the table and brought out a can of Pepsi. He offered me one. I declined, and he drew a long swig on the cold drink before he resumed his story. “Stella and Paul left for the States pretty soon after the allies took Paris. I stayed behind and shipped the stuff we’d hidden stateside a box or two at the time. Said it was musical instruments for my band. Nobody asked nothing about it.”

“Paul found buyers for the shipments and you two shared the profits?”

“Yeah, he sold a little bit at a time. After a while, I was back on this side of the big pond, traveling with the band, doing pretty good for a long spell. Playing horn was my life. Paul made deposits in my bank account. I trusted him. Then when I was drinking so bad I kind of lost track of what was happening, made some real bad decisions, and drank up most of my share. I thought Paul had sold all the stuff.”

“You thought he had, until Paul died and you told Angel your Paris story?”

He nodded yes, then his eyes flicked suddenly towards the front door. I stood up quickly. “I have to go now, Mr. Turner. You take care of yourself, you hear?” I walked briskly towards the rear of the store as Angel Turner rounded the front corner of the aisle. I got a pretty good look at her over my shoulder. She was over six feet of dark orange silk pantsuit, black leather high heel boots, and long beaded cornrows that clicked as she walked.

Her melodious husky voice followed me as I retreated, “Hey, Pops. Anything interesting happening today?”

“Not much,” Boo Turner replied, as he picked a sad blues riff on his guitar. “Not much at all.”
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“The best way out is always through.” …Robert Frost

15.
 

Double-timing it back to the Subaru, I slid behind the steering wheel and with trembling hands, locked all four doors. Just a fleeting sight of Angel Turner had frightened me more than I had thought possible. Some detective I was making. After several deep breaths, my racing heart slowed and stopped threatening to come up through my throat. I should have stayed and confronted Angel, but I didn’t, so I’d just have to trust Boo Turner would tell his granddaughter about my visit. She needed to be nervous enough to act tonight. As I calmed down and replayed my conversation with him, I was confident he would have to share with Angel. Turner depended on Angel and would want to protect her. As they say…whoever they are….’blood wins out.’

Of course the old adage could be wrong this time. Becca Tournay was proving we don’t always look after our children. Pity for Becca. She was missing so much. I checked the rear view mirror. Angel was not storming out of the mall to accost me; however, there was a white Ford Explorer parked one row behind. Could it belong to Mitchell Sanders? I wrapped my violin purchase in an old sweater lingering in the back seat, and slowly circled around to the parked Ford. It looked like the one I’d seen in Paul’s drive, though I couldn’t be sure. White Ford Explorers are almost generic in style to me, and I was so rattled I couldn’t remember the letters Fletcher Enloe said he spotted on my night prowler’s car tag. I jotted down the license number of the Explorer on my Briar Patch receipt for future reference anyway; then I got out of the parking lot as fast as I could without looking like a fleeing bank robber.

The dash clock told me it was too early for Susan to be in Atlanta. I decided to use my extra time to replenish my cash at the nearest ATM machine, and swing over to the corner of Clairmont Road and Lavista to a little takeout place where they make a chicken salad almost as good as Paul Tournay’s—white meat chicken loaded with pecans and juicy red grapes, perfect with a side dish of orzo, cranberries, and mandarin oranges. With a couple of plates to go, Susan and I could picnic in the car while I filled her in on the latest developments. Maybe I’d add an order of warm flat bread.

Garland called just as I was getting back in the car with our supper to go boxes. When I told him about Mitchell Sanders being found dead in the Tournay basement and Paul’s predicament with his alibi, all he did was make a few uh-huh noises into the phone and say ‘really’ a couple of times. I know Garland; if he didn’t already know about Sanders he’d be popping a gut asking questions. Nobody loves a gruesome tale better than Garland Wang. I was satisfied he already knew the story. After all, it was Randall Barnes who—way back when—introduced me to Garland.

Garland did volunteer that John Edgars was one of the best criminal attorneys in town and he felt comfortable Edgars could help Paul. That sounded hopeful, and very noncommittal. I let his lack of concern slide for the moment and made the lightning decision to drop the bomb about what I’d determined from the trust records in his office. I also told him why I thought Angel Turner probably killed Sanders, even though Becca also had a basket full of motives and the opportunity. Again very suspiciously, he didn’t ask any questions, though he told me again he didn’t care about Paul Tournay’s business dealings. As to the blackmail issue, Garland was as unconcerned about his client being the victim as he was about her son being first in line for a murder charge. Interesting. I could hear Garland’s situational ethics gears kicking in and had a clear picture of those three little monkeys; you know the ones: cute little hands over their ears, mouths, and eyes.

Garland finally heard enough of my theories and interrupted. “Promise, Promise, stop. Don’t tell me this. I don’t want to know. I don’t need to know. You don’t need to know. All we signed on for, you and I, was to settle the matter of which Tournay would control the trust money. Even if Paul Tournay was an art thief and killed his wife back in nineteen fifty-seven, you can’t put a dead man on trial for murder. And, if Angel Turner killed Sanders, and not Becca, then good for our team. I don’t care either way. I don’t do criminal work remember? And lastly, why should I care what Becca Tournay does with the money after she gets it? She can give it to Angel Turner, or the Salvation Army, so long as she pays my fee. Who cares? Not my job. And, may I remind you, not your job.”

Now I interrupted him. “Garland, don’t you see it’s because of how the money was made that Becca almost got herself killed and now Paul is in danger.” I was exasperated with Garland and getting nowhere. While I was looking for justice, he was looking to wind up a case to his client’s satisfaction. I tried another approach. “Garland, if we don’t show Angel Turner killed Mitchell Sanders, Paul will be in jail and certainly can’t come to your office to sign the trust over to Becca.”

“So? I’ll go down to the jail and get him to sign the papers.”

This pragmatic line of thinking was why Garland spent his Easter vacation in Barcelona, and I, on the other hand…. well, never mind. I had to hold the phone out from my ear to keep from screaming. “Garland,” I said through clenched teeth. “I have to go now. Good-bye. Give my best to Aileen.”

As I lowered the phone to press the disconnect, I could hear Garland saying, “Promise, Promise, don’t hang up on me. I know that tone of voice. Don’t do anything…” I think he was probably going to say anything stupid, but I hung up before I got the rest of it. Six o’clock traffic was backed up both ways on Briarcliff so I waited in the car for a few minutes before nosing out into the melee. It was times like these I wished for a built in wine dispenser in my Subaru. Press button; chilled Pinot Grigio would flow to the rescue. I settled for a stick of sugar free peppermint gum and thought about what I hoped to accomplish before the night was over. When the street traffic looked relatively sane, I wrapped the spent gum in a tissue and added it to the other ten or twelve in my ashtray, and joined the sea of cars inching toward Buckhead.

A light rain was falling as I parked and waited for Susan. Periodically, I turned on the wipers to clear the windshield. I was fidgety, uncomfortable, and tired of being in the car. When I got back to North Carolina, I vowed no driving until the coffee or ice cream was gone. A familiar black truck with North Carolina plates backed into the drive in front of me. I was puzzled why Susan would drive her dad’s truck instead of her Jeep until I saw Daniel exit from the cab and run through the rain for my passenger-side door.

He folded his tall body into the compact space and shook the water from his Stetson. “I sure hope those little white boxes in the back seat are supper. It’s way past my feeding time.”

“Yummy chicken salad and orzo,” I told him, and then asked, “Where’s Susan?”

“Well, I don’t know what orzo is, but I’ll take some so long as there’s plenty of it. Susan isn’t coming.”

His tone of voice told me Susan’s absence was not her choice. I handed Daniel a Styrofoam to-go box and a package containing a plastic fork, knife, and napkin, then a tall cup of iced tea. Silence and the comfortable scent of Daniel’s damp jeans filled the small space in the car as he opened the box and ate. I offered him some flat bread with butter; he nodded thank you and paused long enough to take a deep swig of the iced tea. Concluding I was not going to get any more conversation from Daniel until he was fed, I reached for my own chicken salad supper and ate. Headlights intermittently washed across us, commuters bound for home after a long day’s work, as the rain pattered on the roof and streaked down the windows, tenting us from everything and everybody moving outside. Even under the weird circumstances, it was comfortable sitting there in the rain with Daniel. When our supper was eaten, I leaned around to the back and stuffed our empty boxes into a crumpled up Kroger bag.

My violin purchase loomed large on the back seat. Suddenly I felt mortified that I’d bought the thing for Daniel. Impulsiveness is not my middle name. Why did I do such a thing? He probably wouldn’t even like it. Maybe I’d just give it to Susan and she could give it to Daniel. Then he wouldn’t know where it came from. Thinking of Susan, I asked, “Daniel, are you angry with me for asking Susan to come down here?”

He swallowed his tea and cleared his throat. “No. I’m not mad at you. Susan was excited and wanted to help you—chomping at the bit. At twenty-two years old, you probably think she’s old enough to go where she chooses. She certainly thinks so. Fact is, I put my foot down, wouldn’t let her rip down here and maybe get herself hurt. We argued awhile about it, she finally agreed.” He was silent for a moment; then he offered the best explanation possible for wanting Susan to stay at home. “I guess I feel I couldn’t protect her mother, but I sure as hell will do everything I can to protect my daughter.” He turned to face me and even in the semi-darkness I could feel his eyes locked on mine. “You can’t tell me you wouldn’t do the same to protect your son.”

Daniel’s statement really didn’t need a reply. I looked out the rain-streaked window and stifled back tears. Would that I could protect Luke, oh Lord, would that I could. I love you, Luke. Be safe; please be safe. I coughed and reached over to turn the defroster fan on. “Wow, it is getting warm in here,” I said, and cracked my window, allowing a dribble of rain to ease down the inside. So there we were, two stubborn world-weary parents, hanging on by our fingernails to the hope of our children’s safety. “You are right Daniel. My cockamamie plan could get us hurt. It was wise to leave Susan out of it. I appreciate you coming.”

“All righty then,” he said and rubbed his hands together, “tell me the rest of the story and let’s get to it.”

“Did you bring the tracking device from Susan’s Jeep.”

“I did, both the receiver and locator. What are we tracking?”

The rain cleared; we opened windows to smell the fresh evening air while I told him the rest of the story. He listened without interruption until I finished and then recapped. “So, if I understand this tangled up mess, you think it was Mitchell Sanders and Angel Turner who nailed the snake to your door, but only Sanders who shot at Becca on the road. He was trying to play two poker hands at the same time, and when Angel found out, she killed him? And you think they originally got together when Sanders caught her sneaking into the Tournay basement, masquerading as Paul’s grandmother’s ghost.”

I interjected one correction, “I don’t think she was actually masquerading as a ghost. I think Paul jumped to the conclusion the figure he saw was his grandmother’s ghost.”

“Naturally,” he quipped. “Who wouldn’t?” I frowned at him. There was no reason to reply. If he didn’t believe me, there was no use in arguing.

Daniel continued. “So, after Sanders caught Angel sneaking out of the house, the two teamed up and used the antiques business to sell off some of the leftover loot.” I agreed and again disregarded the humor in his voice. Well okay, maybe my theory did have a wild touch; that didn’t mean it wasn’t true. I’d seen Tournay’s handwritten notes at Garland’s office, and his book, to back up my conclusions, plus Boo Turner admitted Sanders and Angel were together. Daniel’s next comments carried no humor. “You know, if you are right and Angel Turner killed Sanders, she probably won’t mind killing again. At what point do we bring in your ex-husband and the real crime fighters?”

“When we know I’m right and she takes the bait. If she doesn’t show, I don’t want to look like a fool.”

“Umm,” he commented. “I hope this whole exercise isn’t about somebody wanting to prove she is not a fool.”

“This is not about my pride. It is about making sure Paul Tournay doesn’t go to jail and Angel Turner does. It’s about justice. It is about…” I stopped myself before I said something about dreams and Stella’s murder.

He winked at me and seated his Stetson atop his dark curls. “Well, okay then. Justice being the goal of this late night party, I guess we better leave our vehicles here, walk down to Tournay’s house, and see can we break into his basement.”

I began gathering up what I thought we needed from my car. “Daniel, if I’m right, we won’t have to break in at all. Do you have a good flashlight in your truck? Or did I ask Susan to stop and bring mine?”

“Both,” he replied. Seconds later we stood beside his truck. It was dark, but at least the rained had stopped. He easily hefted the backpack carrying supplies he’d brought, and I slung my giant purse over my head to one side for a makeshift sling. We crossed the street and walked briskly down the verge of Bennett Trace. In one hand I carried an unlit flashlight and in the other my necessary tea thermos, filled with fresh brew from the chicken salad take-out. I just hoped we didn’t look too much like a couple of redneck cat burglars.

Once we trekked to Paul’s house, I motioned Daniel to the right where we eased between overgrown azaleas and spindly acuba bushes, their white stripes marking green leaves invisible in the moonless night. If my hunch was right, we should be able to find what we were looking for near the pyracantha where Paul and I located Mamma Cat and her kittens. And there was the pyracantha, just as I remembered: man-high, thick, covered with spiky thorns, and red berries, and looking very uninviting. This had to be it. Mamma used the same route when she navigated from the upstairs of the house to her babies. As we raised the chain link cover, just as Paul had done to show me the kittens, a car drove into the front yard, its headlights making a wide arc across the side of the house. We squatted down out of sight and eased the cover back into place. I was grateful Paul did not believe in trimming his bushes close to the house. The vehicle stopped. I heard a door slam and a familiar voice call out, “Thank you so much, John. I really owe you.” Then a hardy laugh. “Yeah right, I will definitely be looking for your bill.”

“It’s Paul, “I whispered to Daniel. He immediately stood up and I pulled him back down by the pants leg. “No, wait until the car leaves.”

“Good Lord, Promise, you are really into this sneaking around stuff. What difference does it make?” He asked peevishly. The car pulled away, saving me from arguing, and we worked our way back around to the front of the house. Paul was fishing around in his old Jag, sifting through the contents of the glove box. I called his name and turned on my flashlight so he could see us.

He jerked his head out from the vehicle and peered into the darkness. “Holy shit! Dr. McNeal? You scared the begeez out of me.”

“I’m so sorry, Paul. I didn’t mean to frighten you. What happened with the police? Did John Edgars convince them they had the wrong person, or what?”

“Well, believe it or not, my old friend from last night came downtown, with his wife no less, and gave a statement that I was at his house all night. He told them I had too much champagne and he wouldn’t let me drive, which I guess is sort of true. I think his wife just doesn’t want to know the rest of the story.”

“Yeah, there is a lot of that going around these days,” I said, thinking of Garland.

“Well, whatever works. I would feel terrible if I ruined his life.”

I resisted the impulse to fall into my therapy mode and discuss why his friend’s life being ruined would not be his fault. “I’m glad you are okay.”

“Well, of course Barnes made it real clear I wasn’t to leave town until I heard from him, and I was to stay away from his precious crime scene tape, as if I wanted to visit that spooky basement anyway. All I want to do is get some clean clothes, my toothbrush, and a good bottle of wine and I’m checking into the Hilton for the rest of the night. And by the way, Dr. McNeal, I mean, Promise, what is it with Barnes? He acts like he hates your guts.”

I felt a deep frown burrow into my face. There was no way I wanted to count the ways Barnes and I disliked each other. “Don’t worry about it, Paul, the feeling is mutual.” I gestured towards Daniel. “Oh, please forgive me. Paul, this is my friend Daniel Allen. Daniel, Paul.” The two men shook hands in that manly sizing one another up kind of way, and nodded.

“Good to meet you, Paul,” Daniel offered pleasantly. “I don’t usually help Promise break into people’s houses, but she’s been worried sick about you.”

Paul cocked his head and looked first to Daniel and then to me. No doubt he was trying to make the connection between my being worried and us breaking into his house. He recovered quickly. “So, did you manage to break in?”

“Not yet,” was Daniel’s reply, “we just got here.”

I took a step closer to Paul and said, “Paul, I need to explain what we are doing here. I wanted to talk to you about it this afternoon, then all that business with Mitchell sent us all off in another direction.”

Daniel raised his hand, looking like a ten year old asking for a hall pass. “Hey, listen, good news here. Paul is a free man now and your worries are over. How about we all head on back to North Carolina? Paul can stay at the Hilton, or with you out at your place, until all of this sorts out and I can go on home and see about my cows.”

“No, we can not do that, Daniel,” I snapped. “We have to finish this. Paul can we please go inside so I can explain?”

“Believe me, I’d love to go inside. I want to take a shower and wash off the Atlanta jail smell. But, here’s the bad news: the reason I asked if you had managed to break in is that I think my keys are locked inside the house. I was going through the Jag on the off chance I had a second set stashed. No luck. I came up empty handed. Looks like I can’t get into my own house!”

“Okay,” I told them, trying to sound like I knew what I was doing. “Now we have to try my theory if we are going to get into the house, and believe me, Paul, we need to get into the house. Come on around to where we found Mamma Cat and her babies.”

Paul and Daniel fell in line behind me and we retraced our steps back to the prickly lean-to on the side of the house. Daniel and I lifted the cover and swung it back against the rock face of the house. “Wait,” I told them, “Paul, shine the flashlight down the steps.” He dutifully obliged and I examined the concrete steps for recent footprints. It was useless. The rain had mucked everything together into a mass of squishy sodden leaves. “All right, let’s go down and try the door into the basement.”

Daniel switched his flashlight on and took a step down into the welled opening. I followed tentatively. Paul didn’t budge. “Listen, uh, Dr. McNeal.” He began slowly.

“Promise, remember, call me Promise.”

“Right. Promise. I trust you have a very good reason for needing to get into my house, and I’d love to hear all about it, but I am not going down in that dungeon. I’ve not been farther than the bottom step since I moved into the house, and I don’t intend to start now. It is nasty and probably has more spiders that I ever want to know about. If you will excuse me, I’ll just go sit on the front stoop and wait for you to unlock the front door. Or better yet, let me borrow your cell phone and I’ll call a locksmith and he’ll get us in the front door.”

“Paul,” I said patiently, “even if you had your keys we would need to try and find the other entrance into the basement from out here. That’s what I needed to talk to you about. I think there is a hidden room down there, in the basement, one you’ve never seen. That’s why Mitchell Sanders was here last night. He wanted something stored in that room. I think he got in the same way we are getting in now.” I paused to give Paul a chance to digest what I was saying. “Think about it. You made Mitchell give you his house key the day you told him to leave. I was standing there in the foyer with you. I remember him acting like a spoiled brat and slapping the key in your palm. So he couldn’t have used that key to let himself into the house last night. And you said the front door was locked when you got home this morning, right?”

Paul took a few moments to think. “Well, yes, you may be right. I think I did get his key. Hell, I don’t remember. This day has been so terrible. It seems like five days since this morning when I found Mitchell. I don’t know how he got into the house, and I don’t have any idea what he could have stored in some hidden room in the basement. However, none of that is interesting enough to make me go down there. And who cares if there is a room? The police don’t seem to be concerned about how Mitchell got back into the house, or what he was after. What difference does it make anyway?”

Daniel spoke up. “Look, Promise, why don’t you go around front and wait with Paul. I’ll poke around down here and call you if I can find anything.”

I was not about to let Daniel do my dirty work for me. This was my idea and I was determined to follow it through, spiders or no spiders. “Paul, go ahead and stay on the front stoop, out of sight from the driveway, and come get us if you see anybody coming.”

“Gotcha,” he replied, only too happy to oblige, and returned my flashlight as he hurried off towards the front of the house.

“Well, I guess it’s just you and me, babe.” Daniel was much too cheerful for this serious business.

“Do you want to be Cher or Sonny Bono?” I asked, and heard him chuckle as we descended the stairs to push at the rotted basement door below. As it turned out, two people were not needed to open the door; it gave with such ease I could swear someone kept the rusted hinges well oiled. From where we stood in the basement, I judged we were beneath the main living room in a space about the size of my utility room, probably no more than eight feet deep by ten feet wide. It smelled of damp cement and was empty save for a couple of old ladders tossed on the floor. The walls were concrete block to my left, right, and behind, where we entered, with early stages of black mold creeping from two corners. Some sort of stucco finish divided into a grid pattern roughly three times the size of the concrete blocks, covered the wall ahead of us. We both scanned the grid wall with our lights. Even though it looked solid, there had to be a way from this side into another part of the basement. Daniel’s light moved slowly vertically, then horizontally. I stepped against the wall and pushed at intervals. Nothing moved. “What do you think?” I asked Daniel.

“Umm,” he answered and continued to scan the room. “I can’t see a break in the wall, or any sign on the floor that a door has been opened out into this space. The floor would probably be scraped clean if the wall pivoted out this way.”

“Yeah, I see what you mean.”

“Still,” Daniel said, more to himself than to me, “there is no logical reason a builder wouldn’t open this small room into the larger basement space.” He stepped back and shined his flashlight upward. “Look up, the ceiling is only about seven feet. No wonder I feel like I’m in a shoe box.” I added my light to his, looked up, and agreed. The grid ceiling was indeed low. “Here, hold my light,” he said and handed me his flashlight. Then he up righted one of the ladders from the floor, climbed about half way up, and began to push up on ceiling grid sections along the far wall until he found one that moved. Another shifted up, exposing a hole in the ceiling about three feet deep and five feet wide. “Hand me my flashlight.” I climbed to the second rung of the ladder and hoisted the light up. “Well, now,” he mused, obviously satisfied with himself, “Isn’t this clever?” He backed down the ladder to me, a wide smile covering his face. “Go on up there and take a look. You’re going to love it.”

I did, and he was right: I did love it. When I stood up, my head poking through the hole left by Daniel moving the ceiling grid panel, I could see it was framed down from the true height, leaving a space between the grids and the true ceiling framing. As I scanned down, on the other side of the wall, my light illuminated the darkness of another room beyond. Steep wooden stairs rose from the floor on the other side to meet the top of the wall on this side. “I see what they did, “I called down to Daniel, “they climbed over the wall from this side from the ladder and took out what they wanted by going up the stairs and back to the ladder. One person could easily hand off something to another and then climb back through.” My smile was even bigger than Daniel’s when I climbed down to him. It all made sense. Once a person got back over the wall and down into this side, with the ladder dropped to the floor, who would think of looking up? The ladder became just an old castoff thing stored away in a dusty room. More importantly, Mitchell knew Paul wouldn’t snoop around in the dank spidery basement. “Daniel, you are wonderful! I probably would never have looked up.”

“Sure you would. It may have taken you another five minutes, but my guess is you wouldn’t have left until you found what you were looking for.”

“If you mean I’m bull-headed, you are probably right. Listen, I hear a kind of shushing sound coming from the other side. Sounds like a small motor.” I climbed up the ladder again and flooded the room with light. “Good Lord, there is a dehumidifier sitting on the floor in there with a plastic line going into a drain in the floor. I bet they used that to keep mildew down. I’m going to climb over.” Remembering I was wearing a long skirt, I considered how to hike my legs up and over the wall in a somewhat lady-like manner. I couldn’t come up with anything so I reached down and pulled the rear of my hem up in front and tucked it into my waistband.”

“Good going, girl,” Daniel called up to me. “I’ve seen MaMa Allen do that lots of times out in the fields when she picks vegetables.”

If he meant to embarrass me, he succeeded. “Daniel,” I called down, “If you ever describe my assent up and over this wall in any way or fashion whatsoever, to any living soul, you are a dead man. Do you hear me?”

“Yes, ma’am,” he called back with a laugh. “Get on over. I’m right behind you.”

My foolishness was vindicated when we stood in the inner room. This space was more than twice the size of the first, with smooth concrete floors and walls. The dehumidifier hummed dutifully in the far corner, and two glass chimney hurricane lamps sat waiting on a rectangular metal table placed towards the center of the room. A single gray metal folding chair, showing signs of aged rust up and down the legs, sat akimbo at the table, as though someone had just risen from the table and left the room. Neither of us had matches to light the lanterns so we were left with only our flashlights. Daniel surveyed one side of the darkened room. I took the other side where I found a wooden crate about the size of a television box sitting against one wall. In the dim light the box appeared to be about half full. All I could make out were the shapes of what seemed to be silver table wear and a few china pieces. It all looked non-descript, and certainly didn’t date from Charlemagne’s time. My heart sank. If this box was all that remained of a fortune in stolen art and treasures from France during World War II, Angel probably would not come back.

Daniel called from his side of the room. “Come look at this.” I left the box against the wall and joined him. “I think I know what this is. Humor me though, since you’ve read the book.”

My light caught the deep gold before I saw the whole piece, and I moved closer to be sure I was correct. Maybe Angel would rise to the bait after all! “That, my dear, is called a triptych.” I was delighted; my voice no doubt danced like an ugly dog rescued from the pound. “To be precise: a three panel altarpiece, Christian, about thirty inches tall, gold polychrome with various brilliantly colored enamels of reds, blues and amber, possibly made in Limoges, France, in the eleventh century.” I ran my light from left to right; the human faces of the panels reached out from the darkness with an eerie glow, eyes watching us with stoic concentration. “On the left we have St. John the Baptist, kneeling, facing the center figures. The gold cup he’s raising up contained holy water used to baptize Jesus. As you know, that’s the Madonna cradling the Christ child in the center. To our right would be Saint Anne, Mary’s mother, looking on with sadness. And you’re right. I know this only because I read about it in Paul Tournay’s book on Carolingian art.”

Daniel let out a low whistle. “Boy! Susan is never going to forgive me for leaving her behind. I will pay for this for the rest of my natural born life.”

“Well. The night isn’t over. This alter piece is a treasure some would kill for. We need to get out of here as soon as we can.” I took a couple of steps forward and began to search the stucco wall with my flashlight for a way to get into the basement proper, and up into the main house. “Daniel, what is that metal thing on the floor?” He came closer and stood above a dark gray iron rod—which looked to be about two feet long—lying on the floor. “Don’t touch it. There may be fingerprints.”

Squatting down, he ran his light around the floor area and up the wall. “It’s a piece of iron rebar. It’s used in poured concrete walls and footings to give the cement extra strength. I think somebody used the rebar to lock hinges made into the seam of this stucco panel. Look at this.”

I studied the area he spotlighted. There were two interlocking hinges protruding from the wall, each with hollow tracks about the right size for the rebar to slide through. With the rebar in place the wall would be rigid. Without the bar…Daniel grasped one of the metal hinges, pulling it towards us in the darkness. A portion of the wall pivoted and light poured through from the other side. I recognized the section of the basement I’d seen from upstairs. The place Mitchell Sanders had tumbled to his death. We eased sideways through the opening. Barnes’ crime scene crew had left the overhead light burning, casting a garish glow on the chalk outline where Mitchell Sanders’ body had fallen.

I stopped short of the yellow crime scene tape. “Well, looks like part of the mystery is solved. You can get to the inner room either from the upstairs by going through here, or from the outside. My guess is that after Angel Turner learned about the stolen artifacts from her grandfather, she was sneaking in here at night and carrying out what Tournay hadn’t sold. In the beginning Paul thought she was his grandmother’s ghost, then good old Mitchell must have caught her one night and struck a deal with her. He convinced Paul there was no ghost, and he and Angel hauled off the remaining stuff when Paul wasn’t home. Papa Tournay must have died before he realized someone was stealing from him. The partners had a good plan, until Mitchell began to play both sides against the middle. What I don’t understand is why last night, of all nights, would Mitchell come through to the house side of the basement and go up the stairs? Why not just come and go from the outside, like usual?”

“I don’t know why, Promise. I’m still in shock we found anything at all down here. Truth be told, I was sure your theory was about as tall a tale as I’ve ever heard. I would’ve put it right up there with the one about Uncle Corny hunting coon with a pistol toting monkey.”

I was not going to ask. “Daniel, we don’t have time for coon stories.” We edged around the crime scene and looked up the basement stairs to the foyer above. Shadows of Sanders’ last seconds of life drifted across the fringes of my mind. I could not quite identify the figures but knew one thing for sure. “You know Daniel, I think Sanders was determined to get upstairs when Angel killed him. What would he want upstairs?” I shut my eyes and pinched the bridge of my nose to clear the horror of Sanders’ free falling: the sound and the pain as his head hit the concrete floor. “Daniel, where’s your backpack with the tracking device?”

He immediately turned back towards the inner room. “I’ll go back and get it.”

I reached for his arm to stop him. “No, let me go up through the house. There’s no point in you climbing back over the wall yet. I’ll bring you the backpack.” Gingerly, I climbed the basement steps, focusing on getting to the front door to let Paul in, and retrieving the backpack. Daniel would wait for me inside the storage room. As I passed into the foyer light, I checked my watch. Eight-thirty. Briar Patch Antiques closed at nine. We had to hurry.
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“Hell has three gates: lust, anger, and greed.”
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Fifteen minutes later, the tracker was glued in place to the back of the Madonna panels and Daniel was set up at Paul’s kitchen table with his laptop. From there we could see the back yard and crumbling causeway connecting Paul’s yard to the other side of Howell Creek. So long as the kitchen remained dark, we hoped anyone approaching from the woods would be too focused on getting in the house and getting out to look up and spot us. During the next two hours Paul and Daniel exchanged small talk and played name that tune in whispers. When they moved beyond Roy Orbison’s greatest hits and into tunes from The Pirates of Penzance, I was way out of my league and stood by the window to watch the night. “I can’t believe you got that one,” Paul whined from behind me, “you are just pretending you aren’t musically educated. You are sandbagging me. That isn’t fair.”

Daniel whispered back, amused, “Man, I never said I was ignorant. I just said I played fiddle in a Bluegrass band. You filled in the rest. Don’t whine. You’re just being snobby.” Even in the dark, I knew he was smiling. It was a joy to hear the two men banter back and forth like old friends.

I yawned and wished I were home in bed. Time for a cup of tea from my thermos. The guys declined so I poured mine and resumed my place at the window, losing the thread of their conversation and falling deep into my own thoughts about Paul’s reaction to what we’d found in the basement. He wasn’t so much surprised as puzzled, and said several times he couldn’t believe Mitchell could pull off such a sneaky trick. He seemed much more invested in Mitchell Sanders’ part in the drama than his grandfather’s, and asked a lot of questions about Angel Turner that I couldn’t answer.

When I told him my theory of the Turner-Sanders connection, I omitted the blackmailing. I didn’t think it my place to tell him what is mother was doing, and I didn’t want to get into a discussion about his grandmother’s death. I’d left him the partially opened box and stacks of coins on his dresser to connect the dots and complete the picture of Stella’s death; that would have to be enough. I chose to tell him my story around the business arrangement between Boo Turner and his grandfather. When I told him I thought the three-part panel was only part of a large cache his grandfather and Boo Turner looted and then shipped out of France after the war, he didn’t seem shocked, or disappointed, that his grandfather would systematically sell stolen art and artifacts. He said he was amazed that his grandfather and Turner hid their secret for over fifty years. To Paul the thievery seemed neither moral nor immoral, just an interesting story he said he wished his grandfather had shared with him. An edge to Daniel’s raised voice brought me back to the kitchen.

“Well, bull-crap. Sounds like more whining to me. You think your generation invented crappy wars? Vietnam wasn’t a walk in the park.”

“I didn’t say that. I only meant…never mind. Let’s don’t talk politics, Daniel, please. We were just getting to be friends.”

I turned from the window. “Susan hasn’t mentioned you were in Vietnam.”

Daniel sighed and met my eyes through the darkness. “Yeah, well, Susan and I don’t talk about it. I finally found some peace after she was born and I don’t usually dredge it up. Paul hit a raw nerve, that’s all. I’m sorry, Paul. Let’s just forget I brought it up.”

“No, now that you brought it up, tell us something you remember. Not the politics. Personally.”

In the half-light of the kitchen I could see Daniel’s eyes darting back and forth between Paul and I. Talk, don’t talk, talk. Perhaps memory and adrenaline pushed him out of his silence. “Mostly you want to forget what you did in the war, any war. You just want to concentrate on being grateful you survived, and not feeling guilty so many other boys didn’t. I will tell you I had a friend. Him and me, we both got to Nam in time for the Tet Offensive in 1968. Like most soldiers over there, we were just kids, not even twenty yet. The worst experience most of us had lived through was loosing a ball game, or wrecking our dad’s truck. You tell a lot of personal stuff when you’re hiding in a ditch, ass deep in mud, pig shit, and bloody body parts. All you got is time, waiting for the enemy to wander out of the jungle.”

Daniel rested an elbow on the table and cupped his face into his hand, remembering. “My buddy had a hard time as a kid in Iowa. I’m not repeating the details; that would be disrespecting him, but I’ve thought a lot about him over the years, and I still don’t know what makes some boys so savage to one another. I’m thinking maybe it’s fear; but I’m not sure. What do you think, Dr. McNeal? You think folks hurt one another out of fear?”

I didn’t think a lecture on male-to-male violence was what Daniel really wanted, so I decided to be general. “Maybe. A lot of fear can be burned and buried in the human heart. Violence can be the smoke that rises. Although, I have to say, there are times when I agree with the writer, James Lee Burke: ‘Some folks just aren’t wired right.’”

“Pretty poetic, I think I’m with you. It’s like that radio show I used to listen to back in the early fifties. The announcer would come on and say: ‘who knows what evil lurks in the hearts of men? Only the Shadow knows.’ You ever listen to that show?”

Paul chimed in. “Believe it or not, I know that radio program. It’s a classic. We studied the old sound recordings of the show in theater at USC. Great stuff!” He paused and dropped his voice. “Daniel, finish your story about your buddy in Vietnam. What happened?”

For a moment I thought Daniel wasn’t going to answer. Then he picked up the memory. “We stayed in that frigging muddy ditch for days, waiting for somebody to shoot at. Then when the enemy finally meandered our way out of the jungle, we charged with the rest of the platoon. He saluted me as we came up out of the mud. We ran like hell in the direction the lieutenant pointed, shooting off rounds at anything in our path. I remember rows and rows of green banana trees, at least I think they were bananas, mowed down by the gunfire. Then all around me our boys started dropping from overhead fire… snipers in the taller trees above. The sons-a-bitches had suckered us out in the open. Must have been like picking off fish in a barrel. We ran in all different directions trying to hide from the Cong shooters… lost sight of my friend in the bush. When it was over, the enemy disappeared back into the jungle. I was hit but too scared to do anything but hide. Most of us got airlifted out by the chopper pilots—they were the real heroes in Nam, you know. Didn’t see that Iowa boy again. I like to think they got him out, too. He was a good man, a sad man, but a good man.”

“Oh, Daniel,” I said, “I’m so sorry.”

Paul was quiet, head cocked to one side, thinking. After a few seconds he excused himself to the bathroom. Daniel came over to the window and stood beside me. “Promise, what are we really doing here?”

I exhaled the breath I didn’t realize I was holding. How could I explain? “I know it doesn’t make much sense, Daniel, but it’s just something I have to do. I couldn’t turn away. I just couldn’t.” I listened to my voice, more a plea than an explanation, and took time to compose myself. “If you want to go on back home, please do. I wouldn’t think less of you. I admit I probably didn’t think through what I was getting us into.”

He lowed his chin to make sure our eyes met and relaxed a hand on my arm. I could feel his mood change in his touch. He was back from Vietnam. “I didn’t say I wanted to bail on you. I wouldn’t do that. I just needed to be certain you had a good reason for being here. Cause I got to tell you, I’ve had more fun at a calf branding.”

Off to my right, I sensed a shadow of movement in the yard and stepped back against the wall, pulling Daniel with me. “Don’t move,” I whispered, “I think I see someone coming towards the house.” He moved closer for a better look and we scanned open spaces between oaks and pines, straining to locate a human form in the cloud-masked darkness.

“There,” Daniel whispered, his breath stirring my hair as he leaned against to my ear. “To the right. Moving out from the pines.”

I saw a tall caped figure, hood drawn about the face, moving gracefully towards the house. “Good Lord, no wonder Paul thought he’d seen a ghost.” The specter disappeared around the right side of the house, heading straight towards the thorny trapdoor and the outside basement entrance.

Paul appeared beside us at the window and opened his mouth to speak, but before he could make more than a guttural half-sound, Daniel was by his side and clasped his hand over his mouth. I could faintly hear him giving Paul directions to be quiet and still. In another reflexive move, Daniel eased Paul into one of the kitchen chairs and motioned for him to stay put. Paul nodded his understanding. Without a sound, Daniel removed his boots, and now in stocking feet he placed his boots on the counter, out of the way of either of us stumbling over them in the dark. Noiselessly, he sat down at the table, facing his laptop. It booted up, giving a spare greenish glow into the room. He must have worried the glow would be visible through the windows from the kitchen table’s angle, because he eased from his chair and positioned himself and the computer on the floor. If this was a war game, Daniel certainly knew more of the rules than I did, and he was much more mentally equipped for this sleuthing business than I was, since I was still standing gape-mouthed at the window looking at thin air. The realization hit me with a guilty pang that he was slopping through mud and blood in Vietnam trying to stay alive when I was in college worrying about bad-hair days. This was a good man, and I was happy he survived.

Daniel snapped his fingers to get my attention. I came out of my shoes and tiptoed over to him. The laptop screen was silent; the dot blip lit up on the grid. Our caped intruder had taken the bait and was on the move. Oh, what a beautiful thing to watch. Silently, the dot moved across the screen just like a child’s etch-a-sketch game, except our grown-up version had coordinates top and left to mark our dot’s location. Slowly and methodically, it moved right and then up the grid. Daniel’s arm pointed forcefully towards the window and I took his direction and eased back over to watch. The seconds ticked off in my mind as I wondered how long it could take for her to climb back over the wall, replace ladders to the floor, and sneak out the basement door into the night.

And then where would she go? My guess was back across the half-ruined parapet to the other side of the creek. She probably had a vehicle parked on the street beyond the shallow woods of Howell Creek. Daniel snapped his fingers again to signal the dot was moving again; I strained my neck to peer around the window casing and tried to adjust to the darkness of the yard again. I don’t know how many seconds I counted before I thought I saw a shadow pass between two tall bushes and move away. Crap! Where did she go?

My heart was thumping low in my chest, echoing in my ears. There was no sign of the shadowy figure. Paul crawled across the floor and pulled me down below the window level, whispering to me that Daniel was saying the tracer dot had stopped. It no longer moved on the screen. He thought it was maybe two hundred feet from us, but not getting any farther away. I jerked on my shoes, hurried across the room to Daniel and knelt beside him to whisper, “She must have crossed the creek by now. We’re going to lose her. Call Barnes and tell him to look for her and a vehicle on the street beyond the creek.”

Daniel grabbed my arm to hold me back. “You’re not going out there?”

“Think, Daniel. I have to. We don’t know where she went and you are the only one who can work the computer. Call Barnes. If for no other reason than to give me hell, he will meet me on the other side.”

Paul stepped to my side and whispered anxiously, “What can I do?”

“Keep watch at the window. She might be doubling back for some reason.”

From the living room, I ran out the French doors onto a brick patio, then down three short steps into the yard leading to Howell Creek. As I left the cover of the side of the house, with its overgrown azaleas, and stepped out into a dimly moonlit expanse of grass, I looked back up at the kitchen window. The dark room silhouetted Paul’s outline, black against gray. That meant she could have seen me watching her.

In a few fast steps I covered the narrow wet lawn and melted into the trees, following the sound of the rain-swollen creek. Once I located the parapet I studied the far side of the creek for a waiting caped shadow. A creeping sensation at the base of my neck, like a spider scurrying into my hair, warned me I was somewhere I had no business being. Nevertheless, when I saw no one on the other side, I chanced a first step and began to cross the crumbling remains of the gristmill wall. From the shore it looked plenty wide for a person to walk across, and I guess it was, if it had been daylight and the stone not slowing eroding into Howell Creek, and if the person crossing the wall weren’t scared out of her wits.

I made it almost to the other side before my left foot slipped off and mired calf deep in cold rushing water. Pain wracked my ankle as I felt the skin peel back from collision with rocks on the creek bed. Cursing myself for being so clumsy, I extracted my wet foot and limped the remainder of the distance across and onto the wet leaves of the bank. Sitting for a moment to assess the damage, I took off my shoe to empty it of water. It was just as I rose to my feet and turned into the woods that I felt the first of two excruciating blows: one catching my ribs on the right side, and another laterally across my right arm. The impact sent me back down on the ground with a pitiful groan. From where I half knelt on a muddy patch of bank, I heard rather than saw my attacker retreat into the woods. For one fleeting moment I questioned what I’d been hit with, and if I could even stand up. But stand up I did, and stumbled after the sound of fast footsteps slapping wet leaves. I knew I had to keep her location in sight before she made it out of the woods and escaped.

I can’t cook rice without sticking it to the bottom of the pan, and Algebra totally eludes me; however, I am blessed with an excellent sense of where I am on this earth. You can drop me just about anywhere and I can sense north and south like I have a compass tattooed on the back of my eyelids. That’s why, even in the dark, surrounded by an unfamiliar woods, I could feel what direction to follow.

What I couldn’t know was that my attacker must have heard me closing in behind and doubled back to my left. She struck me again, this time I think she meant to cripple me from the rear at the knees. Because I am shorter, closer to the ground than she judged, the blow caught me squarely across my butt; two inches higher and my back might have been broken. It felt like a thousand wasp stings and reverberated all the way up my spine.

When she poised to hit me again, I saw her out of the corner of my eye and recognized the weapon: the single piece of iron rebar from Paul’s basement. I lunged up towards her, flailing my fists at her chest and hitting at anything I could reach. My prissy attempt at self-defense must have taken her off guard because she dropped the iron bar and ran, leaving me panting with pain in a heap on the ground, and clutching a handful of hair.

I held my prize out to the meager moonlight and realized what I had in my hand was a wig, an artful creation of long black cornrows laced with multi-colored beads. Only the pain kept me from laughing. Angel the elegant, in a wig. I couldn’t wait to tell Susan.

I was tentatively standing and shaking out the tail of my soggy linen skirt where it clung to my equally soggy and muddy legs when a light shone in my eyes. A familiar voice spoke from the other side of the light. “Alpha to Beta. I got her. Over. Gotcha. Good job boys. Over and out.” Of course RB Barnes would be Alpha on his two-way radio, and everybody else’s moniker would be farther down the alphabet line. I did my best to get upright and look professional. If one can look professional in muddy clothes, wet shoes, and possibly broken ribs. My knees felt like jelly and every time I took a breath it felt like a knife ripping into my side. I was in serious danger of crying, and would have if my rescuer had been anyone other than my ex-husband.

“Gawd-a-mighty, Promise. I should have known,” he scolded. “What the hell are you doing out here? Not snipe hunting are you? You look like a mud rat.” I have no idea what a mud rat is, but I’m sure it is not the least bit attractive. He scanned the light over the rest of my body, then hooked it to his belt clip and extended his left hand to help me. His handgun remained in his right hand.

“Am I under arrest?” I asked, pulling away from him.

“For cripes sake, Promise,” he snapped, “Stop trying to have the last word and just let me help you. I didn’t realize you were hurt.” He spoke into his radio again. “Beta, this is Alpha. We are going to need an EMT at start point. Copy? “The reply was “yes sir” and he signed off.

“How did you get here so fast?”

“Cause I’m smart, Dr. McNeal. I was watching Tournay’s house because I talked to Garland Wang earlier. We both figured you were up to something.”

“How astute of you,” I replied. “What’s start point?”

“Start point is Tournay’s house. There are two other units parked on the side street beyond the woods. They picked up your perp, just where the cowboy at Tournay’s house told us she’d be.”

“Cowboy?” Barnes was apparently talking about Daniel. “Just shut up Barnes. You wouldn’t know a cowboy from a carhop.”

“Promise, that’s the second time today you’ve told me to shut up. That’s more times than all the years we were married. What’s stiffened your back bone all the sudden?”

Before I could think of a smart answer, two flashlight orbs came towards us from deeper into the woods. Barnes went back to business. “Were you hit with a weapon, or just knocked around on the ground?”

I stumbled over and leaned against an oak for support. “Weapon. I think a piece of iron rebar between two and three feet long. She may have dropped it near where I fell.”

“Les, that you?” Barnes called out to one of the lights.

“Yes, Sir. Me and Boyle,” came the answer.

“Look around the immediate perimeter here for an iron rod big enough to lay somebody out with. May be our weapon.”

“Already got it, sir.” Les or Boyle, whoever he was, approached Barnes and held out the iron bar, partially wrapped in his handkerchief. I assumed that was to preserve fingerprints.

Barnes shined his light on the bar then looked to me. “That look like the one?”

I was holding onto the tree for dear life by this time and praying the nausea waving up into my throat didn’t mean I was going to throw up. All I could manage was a barely audible, “yes.” Then I remembered the wig I’d dropped somewhere between trying to stand under my own strength and Barnes’ arrival on the scene. “Randall,” I said weakly, “wave your light back and forth. I grabbed her wig when she hit me the last time.”

“Did you say wig?” Barnes asked me. The other officer snickered. “What the hell is so funny, Les?”

Less reached down into a dark space between his left foot and the Oak tree and picked up the damp wig. “Nothing, Boss. Nothing.” Producing a large plastic baggie from his jacket pocket, he slipped Angel’s wig inside. On Barnes’ signal, we headed back through the woods for Tournay’s house: me limping along in squishy wet shoes and Les continuing to snicker with his own private joke

Daniel and Paul were waiting in the yard as we crossed the creek. Daniel reached for me as I stumbled off the parapet. “Promise, what happened? You’re shivering. Are you hurt?” He reached out and drew me to him, closing an arm around my shoulder.

I let him, glad for the support and warmth. He was right. By that time I was cold and shaking. “I’ll be okay. I’m pretty sure nothing is broken. I’m just too old to wrestle a six foot tall woman half my age.”

Les snickered again. “Les, you got way too much happy juice going on out here tonight,” reprimanded Barnes. “Now what’s so funny?”

“Well, Boss. It’s like this,” Les began, pleased with himself, “we had a female officer with us, just like you said to, and when she patted the perp down, she says she ain’t a she. The officer says she’s pretty sure Ms. Angel Turner is a guy.”

My mouth dropped about a foot and I looked at Paul. Both hands went on his hips and he turned away from us with a dramatic jerk. “Well, if that is supposed to make me feel better, it certainly does not!” We watched his back retreat towards the house.

Barnes looked at me. “What the hell is he talking about?”

I shook my head. “Long story, Randall, long story.”

After the EMT took my vital signs, examined the red welts which I knew would soon darken to black and blue, and asked a few pertinent questions about how bad I hurt and whether my breathing was constricted by the blows across my ribs, I elected not to ride with them to the emergency room and signed the proper release forms to waive any damages should I croak later on due to my injuries. It seemed fair enough. There was no way I wanted to spend the rest of the night parked in the crowded halls of Grady Hospital waiting for an overworked doctor to tell the what I already knew: I’d be sore and bruised for a while, but I would live.

After that I had to try and sit still long enough to give my statement to one of Barnes’ cohorts. It seemed he asked me the same questions over and over. I couldn’t tell if he thought I was lying, or if he had an attention deficit disorder. Finally, he closed his notebook and I had an opportunity to ask questions: like where was the Madonna alter piece Daniel and I had bugged with his tracking thingamabob, and had Angel’s identity been verified. To the first question, I was told the Madonna panels were indeed seized from Turner as she emerged from the woods; however, no tracking receiver was found on the panels. Evidently, the receiver, a thin metal disc about the size of a watch battery, fell off soon after Angel left the basement. That’s probably why the blips stopped and our cute little dot ceased to move up the grid. So much for the testimonials printed in bold type on the Great Gonzo Mondo Glue package.

As to Angel Turner, the officer said they found her van parked on the grass shoulder of the street beyond the woods. Inside the glove box was a South Carolina driver’s license with the name Raymond Angelo Turner on it. Though the picture looked somewhat like Angel, she denied it was hers and said she had no idea why the license was in her van. When the officer ran the plates through the DMV, the van was registered to a Solomon B. Turner. Angel had no other driver’s license and refused to answer any further questions until an attorney was present.

I sat at the kitchen table wrapped in a blanket from Paul’s guest room as he went about making sympathetic noises and brewing fresh coffee for everyone. Daniel disappeared for a short time then returned with a couple of folded towels. After he sandwiched ice cubes from Paul’s freezer between the towel layers, he knelt beside me and offered up one, “Take this and press it against your ribs. It’ll help with the bruising. I’ll hold the other on your arm. I guess you would prefer to ignore your busted butt for the moment.” My raised left eyebrow indicated he was right about my butt. Knowing the cold compress was going to shock when it touched my wounds, I took a deep breath and eased back into the chair to brace for the pain.

Paul handed me a cup of coffee and lowered himself at my side. He spoke quietly. “Listen, I really do appreciate what you’ve done for me tonight. I can be selfish, and I know I’m dense, so it took me until about five minutes ago to figure out why you were so intent on trapping that Angel person. If we caught her tonight, maybe they could prove she, or he, whatever, killed Mitchell and I’ll be off the hook. Right?”

“Yes, something like that,” I replied, and patted his shoulder.

“I’d hug you but I know you’re hurting. I’m so sorry.”

“It’s okay. It’s over now.”

RB Barnes plowed into the room, rubbing his hands together and smiling—the happy cop. It is amazing how his energy will suck up all the oxygen in a space. “Oh good, fresh coffee, thanks,” he nearly sang, as he poured himself a cup.

Daniel stood and helped himself to coffee. He and Barnes were now side by side. I couldn’t help comparing the two. Barnes: wide fair face, those cocky hazel eyes I’d once found irresistible, close cropped blond hair, body defined nowadays by Bow flex and probably a personal trainer. Mr. Hyper-Macho. And Daniel: well Daniel was Daniel, taller, more relaxed than Barnes, comfortable in his skin, solid from working outdoors, eyes as dark as a Scottish loch. I remembered how comforting his arms felt when he hugged me earlier in the yard, and drew the blanket closer. Barnes stepped back and leaned against the kitchen counter, well out of Daniel’s personal space. “So, Mr. Allen, with that Stetson hat and western boots and all, are you a real cowboy?”

Daniel gave him a disgusted look. “Well, I do raise cows, Lieutenant Barnes. If that makes me a cowboy, then I reckon I am. That bother you?”

Barnes grinned from ear to ear and replied, “Hell no, I got no problem with cows. I eat steak just about every Saturday night.”

Daniel stirred his coffee and sat down across from me, without replying to Barnes. Atta-boy, I wanted to say to Daniel, ignore the bully. To Barnes I wanted to say…well, I don’t know what I wanted to say, just something to punish him for talking down to Daniel. As usual, I couldn’t think of anything clever. When his posse came in to report they were finished dusting the newly discovered basement room for fingerprints and were ready to leave, Barnes said goodnight and swaggered away.

As soon as the front door closed, Paul piped up, “What an asshole!”

“Ah. You noticed,” I answered and managed a small smile. Daniel was silent and kept his hands pressed firmly around the cold towel on my arm.
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“The known is finite, the unknown infinite.”
…T.H. Huxley, 1887

17.
 

I don’t know how I managed to drive home to North Carolina that night. A couple of cups of coffee and Daniel’s truck headlights in my rearview mirror certainly helped. We finally drove down my driveway at about three in the morning. Susan was stretched out on the sofa, snoring softly, with Mamma Cat asleep beside her, and when we walked into the living room she bolted upright and swore she was awake and waiting up for us. I was so glad to see her, and so glad to be home we hugged as though it had been a month since we last saw each other. Daniel must have called her earlier because she didn’t ask any questions, and herded me into the bathroom where she drew me a hot bath. I haven’t felt so pampered since I was a little girl. When I emerged from soaking my aching body, dressed in clean soft sweats, Daniel had left.

I think she read the disappointment clouding across my face. “Daddy said to tell you he’d come back tomorrow to check on you, or I guess he means today, since it’s almost morning. He had to go see to the cows and get ready for his mail run. Don’t worry. I’m gonna be here in case you need anything. You just go get some sleep.”

I managed a thank you, and turned back to the bedroom where I crawled gingerly under my down comforter, trying not to rub any of my bruises against the surface. The last thing I remember before sinking into deep sleep was thinking I really should get up and take off my clothes.

Garland called about two in the afternoon while I was trying to shake the grogginess with a toasted cheese sandwich and a cup of tea. “Hey, Sugar,” he said happily. I might as well give up correcting him on calling me Sugar. The man is incorrigible. “You among the living?”

“I will be,” I offered, with more determination than I really felt. “How are you?”

“How am I?” Immediately, I regretted asking. The long-suffering tone of his voice told me I was in for a lengthy explanation. “If you really want to know, I have a royal pain in my neck from an hour on the phone with my mother. Finally, she tells why she’s been mad at my dad for months. You know my dad was seventy-four on his last birthday, and my mother is convinced he is having an affair. I swear she really believes it. So, ask me how she knows he must be having an affair, go ahead, ask.”

“Okay, Garland. I’m asking. How does she know?”

“Because, she whispers to me on the phone, Dad hasn’t had sex with her for the past three months. Three months, she says. What would she expect from a man of seventy-four? And he still does all his Rotary stuff and works a ten-hour day.”

Talking to Garland about his parents was not at the top of my list of things I wanted to do. All I wanted was to stay prone on the sofa, nurse my wounds, maybe have a bowl of ice cream and watch Andy Griffith re-runs. Wasn’t going to happen. My little helping gene kicked in and I said, “Umm,” in my best sympathetic voice.

“Umm? What does that mean?”

“Well, Garland, many men, and women, in their seventies are still sexually active. Your mother knows your dad better than anyone else. Perhaps your dad is having some health problems that prevent him from…”

Garland cut me off. “You know, Dr. McNeal, this is far more information about my parent’s personal life than I want. Yuck! I don’t even want to think about them having sex. Yes, I will find some discrete way to get my dad to have a physical checkup; no I will not do what my mother wants. And that’s final. I mean, really.”

My better judgment told me I didn’t need to know what his mother wanted him to do, my nosy side had to ask. “What does she want you to do?”

He moaned. “I shouldn’t have started this conversation with you, Promise. I really shouldn’t have. Forget I mentioned it.”

“It’s okay, Garland. You don’t have to tell me.” I waited. Drat. He really wasn’t going to tell me. “Does it have anything to do with grown-up toys?”

“Stop it, stop it! I told you I’m not doing it.”

Poor Garland. Poor Garland’s mother. Poor Garland’s father, for that matter, but at least the conversation provided some much-needed comic relief for my otherwise fragile mental state. Stifling a laugh, I put back on my sympathetic hat. “Well, why don’t you get your dad to the doctor first, and then we can talk about other possibilities.”

“There are no other possibilities. I’m not getting involved in this issue beyond a doctor’s visit. I’m changing the subject. I understand you had a bad night. Got the crap beat out of you by a six foot Amazon cross-dresser.”

“Well, that’s a little bit of a stretch, and I’m not sure what the deal is with Angel Turner, aka Raymond Angelo Turner. She was too busy whomping on me for us to have a meaningful conversation, so I don’t know if the issue is cross-dressing, or a sex change, or what. I survived to tell the tale, as they say. For that I am grateful. I’ll be fine in a few days.”

“Good girl. I knew you were tough. Guess what?”

I could feel him gloating through the phone. “I don’t know, Garland. What?”

“Paul Tournay came in this morning and signed management of the trust over to Becca, and Becca over-nighted me a Quit Claim Deed to Paul for his house. Now she has no claim to it, and everybody wins. Isn’t that great?”

Hearing about Becca and Paul made me sad—I’m not sure why—and deflated my moment of good humor. “Yes, that is great,” I managed to reply, “Congratulations Garland. I guess you can close the case now.”

“Absolutely. The best news is: Becca’s up front retainer was enough that I can expense out my fees and not have to talk to her ever again. Of course my office will send her a detailed accounting of the time and expenses, and I’ll have to record the Quit Claim Deed at the Fulton County courthouse; no problem, I can spring for the ten dollar fee.”

“I’m happy for you Garland.”

“You don’t sound happy.”

“Well, I am. I just had a difficult night, remember. Today I feel like a semi-truck ran over me and then backed up to scratch off on my ribs.”

“Would it make you feel better to know I billed an extra thousand for you from Ms. Becca?”

That was news I could get happy about. “Actually Garland, that would make me feel a lot better. Let me make sure I understand what you are saying. Is the thousand dollars in addition to the invoice I’m going to send you for the two days at five hundred dollars a day?”

After a pregnant pause, Garland replied, “You strike a hard bargain; yes, that is over and above your invoice. I’ll get Paige to mail you a check this afternoon.”

“Thank you, Attorney Wang. You are an honorable man,” I chided him. “It’s a pleasure doing business with you. There’s no rush. Tomorrow will be fine.”

I hung up and rested my head back on the sofa pillows trying to work up some righteous indignation over Garland not asking the reason Angel Turner was sneaking around Tournay’s house—proving to me that he already knew about the pirated antiquities—but I was too happy about the bonus to get angry with him. Soon, I fell into fitful sleep until Susan came back at six with Daniel, and a large mushroom and green pepper pizza. The three of us sat around the coffee table in the living room drinking beers, eating pizza, and avoiding talking about the night before.

Susan finally broached the subject. “I still can’t believe Angel Turner was a big shot model in New York and she is really a he. How did she, or he, pull that off?”

I wiped a drop of melted cheese off my chin and took a sip of beer before I answered, “I have no idea. I’m just as surprised as you are that Angel could get away with it. Although, I saw her at the antiques mall and she sure looked tall, gorgeous, and female. Her grandfather did say she was angry because her modeling career was cut short. Maybe someone did find out and she was fired, or just not given any more work. I mean, we really don’t know if Angel is in the middle of a sex change, or what.”

“Have you ever counseled someone during a sex change?” Susan inquired.

“No. That is a whole specialized field in itself. I’ve attended my share of sexual identity seminars, but I’m not even close to knowledgeable enough to discuss what Angel might be going through. Though, from the little I do know, my heart goes out to anyone struggling with sexual identity.” I sneaked a sideways look at Daniel to see if he was uncomfortable with our girl-sex talk. Typical guy—tuned out expression on his face–tightly focused on coordinating his beer swallows with manly bites of pizza.

Susan’s neck stiffened and she leaned across the table towards me. “Hello! Are you telling me you feel sorry for Angel? She tried to murder you with an iron rebar.”

Murder me? Did Angel really try to murder me? I wasn’t sure. If she had wanted to kill me, she could have stood her ground and beat me to death with the rebar. Still, her attack could have been fatal. A chill shuttered across my shoulders and I felt tears of fear burn my eyes. I pretended to wipe more pizza cheese and cleared away the tears with a napkin. Did I have compassion for Angel? Maybe later. Right then the physical pain was too fresh for me to see the hurt person behind the attack. “No, that’s not what I’m saying. I’m only saying sexual identity issues are complicated. Very complicated. What happened last night was about a person, Angel, attacking another person—me. The sexual identity of either of us makes no difference. I am definitely not giving her a pass on her bad actions. By Becca’s accounts Angel is a blackmailer; by Angel’s actions she is a thief, and by my bruises she is a violent person. Possibly a murderer.”

Susan reached for another slice of pizza. “So you still think Angel killed Mitchell Sanders, Miz P?”

Chewing a crunchy corner of crust, I thought for a moment. “I believe they fought about Mitchell going off alone and trying to bilk more money from Becca. And I think Angel was probably angry if she knew Mitchell had been dumb enough to terrorize Becca by shooting at her car. After all, since most of the art was sold, part of her meal ticket was Becca’s blackmail money. Where would she be if Becca died in an accident? And then there is the business of both of them coming up here and nailing the snake to my door. Mitchell must have lied to Angel about my part in the trust issue to get her help, when he was really still trying to assure Paul kept the trust management. That must have ticked her off big time, if she found out the truth. So yes, I keep coming to the conclusion Angel felt Mitchell was a loose canon, out of her control, and killed him. There is one thing that bugs me about what happened. I have a clear sense of them fighting in the basement; then it’s like something else is happening, something I can’t quite bring into focus.” I paused, letting the sensation of being in the basement with Angel and Mitchell wash over me. “Yes, that’s it. Something else happened in the basement, and then Sanders fell. When he fell, I believe Angel finished him off with the same weapon she took to me.”

Susan’s eyes widened. “Miz P. you look like MaMa Allen when she sees one of her visions. Is that what you are seeing?”

“Good Lord, no, Susan. I just have intuition about people, sometimes.”

Susan sat upright and belched. “Oh, excuse me. I didn’t mean to do that. I was about to say a vision is a vision, no matter what you call it. I think we need to introduce you to MaMa Allen. See what she says.”

Daniel interjected, “That ought to do it.”

“Do what?” I asked, defensively.

Now it was Daniel’s turn to wipe his greasy chin with a napkin. “Lord, Lady. You got to learn the language up here. I just meant MaMa Allen would settle the issue. She can tell a vision from a daydream.”

This conversation was beginning to strike too close to home. I didn’t care to have MaMa Allen, or anyone else, poking around in my head, thank you very much. From there it would be a very small jump to talking about my dreams, and I was not ready to go there. “Well,” I offered, just to close the subject, “maybe when I’m not so busy, we’ll go meet your MaMa Allen.”

Daniel’s eyes never left my face. “Couldn’t be you’re afraid of meeting Granny?” he dug at me. Before I could answer, he gathered his tall frame from his sitting position and bent to kiss Susan on the cheek. “I got to go, Babe. I’m bone tired and got an early day tomorrow. Don’t keep Miz P up late. She needs to rest.” Susan smiled at her Dad, and he nodded to me and turned to leave.

Just as he reached the front door, I called to him, “Daniel.”

He turned. “Yes, ma’am?”

“Thank you. Thank you for everything.” I hoped I sounded sincere, because I was.
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“Fame is only good for one thing, they will cash your
check in a small town.” …Truman Capote

18.
 

Over the next three days I nursed my wounds and stayed close to home. By midmorning of the fourth day I was going stir crazy and beginning to feel guilty about pampering myself. Susan called about eleven. She was excited and talking a blue streak. As best I could tell, she was saying if I felt like driving I should get down to Granny’s Store in the next fifteen minutes. “Hurry, but be careful,” she said and hung up.

I grabbed my purse and keys from the kitchen counter; told Mamma Cat to mind the farm and drove into the parking lot at the store in just under ten minutes. Susan met me, literally jumping up and down. “Oh, my God, you are not going to believe this!” she pulled me in the door and back to the counter where the television droned. “I knew you couldn’t get the Atlanta station at your house worth a flip. That’s why you just had to come down here. Are you ready for a heart attack?” She was hopping up and down again while adjusting the volume louder.

Aileen Wang peered out at me from the television with her fabulous haircut and penetrating black eyes. “Our next guest is Paul Tournay,” she sounded as though she had discovered the secret of the century. “Recently, an art treasure of inestimable value was mysteriously discovered in Mr. Tournay’s Buckhead home. Experts believe the three-part eleventh century liturgical panel of the Madonna and Child once called a small church in Limoges, France, home. Today, here on Listen Atlanta, we will give you an exclusive first time look at this treasure. First, Mr. Paul Tournay, welcome to our show.”

The camera panned over to Paul. He played humble to the audience, giving Aileen a shy nod of acknowledgement. For the next ten minutes we listened to Aileen draw out Paul’s version of the discovery of the triptych, which by the way, had only a small resemblance to my own recollection. The best thing I could say about his story was that I was identified only as a close friend who was visiting on the night of the theft. Daniel’s presence was omitted all together, as was his nifty little tracking device and the trap we’d set for the thief. According to Paul’s recount, he’d called the Atlanta police when he suspected an intruder in the basement. After milking the story for all it was worth, Aileen cut to a clip of her interviewing an expert on church art from some mid-western museum. The short recitation showed Aileen on one side of the three-part panel, and the expert on the other, with the expert extolling the exquisite beauty of the enameling and gold leaf encrusting the piece. There was no mention of the panel being pictured in Paul Tournay Sr.’s earlier book on Carolingian art. I wondered how she managed to film that segment when RB Barnes had told me that night the art would not be released, or touched by outsiders, until it was no longer needed by the District Attorney as evidence. It would be a mistake to ever underestimate Aileen Wang.

After goo-gooing over Paul for another five minutes, and reminding the world he was an accomplished actor, director, and singer, Aileen closed with a comment about Angel Turner. “And finally folks,” she announced, “we have from confidential sources that the alleged perpetrator of the theft of the Madonna from Mr. Tournay’s home is free on ten thousand dollars bond, however (she enthusiastically emphasized the, however) a plea bargain is in the offering and the case will likely be settled without a long and drawn out jury trial. Count on Listen Atlanta to keep you informed.”

A truck commercial for a Chevrolet dealership in Jonesboro blared out at us and Susan muted the sound. “What a crock!” she bellowed. I was still to amazed to comment. “I can’t believe it! Not one word about how the thing got in Tournay’s basement in the first place, or if it will get back to France where it belongs. Or, excuse me, how you risked your life to bring the whole shoddy business to light. Or that, most importantly, Turner killed Mitchell Sanders because of all the stolen stuff!” She was on a roll now and stomped around in a circle, flailing her arms and continuing to enumerate the shortcomings of Aileen’s broadcast. “See there,” she pointed at me, “you and Daddy should have had me down in Atlanta that night. You two are just too passive for your own good. I’d have made damn sure somebody got the story straight!”

“What story?” Daniel stood in the doorway. Susan bombarded him with a three-minute capsule of Paul’s interview and he just shook his head. “Get a hold of yourself, Babe. You’re gonna blow a gasket.”

“Well, I might!” Susan hollered, “Aren’t you two pissed about it?”

Daniel arched an eyebrow at me. I was still trying to gauge what I felt. I was irritated, and more than a little disappointed in Paul for commercializing the affair; but I also knew Aileen Wang well enough to know she could talk a two-year-old out of an all day sucker and convince him it belonged to her in the first place, if she saw a good story in it. Who knows how much she had salted Paul’s version of what happened with her own slant of it? “I guess I’m wondering who’s the confidential source is that told Aileen the case is settling out of court.”

Susan jumped in on that remark. “Yeah, who do you think told her that? You know, I took a pre-law course and learned they do that a lot. That’s the way the system works.”

I really hadn’t thought much about the legal issues, though Susan was probably correct. It did seem odd to me that I was learning more about the case on television than from the DA’s office firsthand. After all, wasn’t I the victim of an assault? Daniel decided to change the subject. “Okay, ladies, leave all this sorry talk inside and come on out to my truck. I’ve got something to show you.”

When we walked outside into the parking lot, I noticed Fletcher Enloe lower his slim frame from the passenger side of Daniel’s Ford pick-up and walk around back to the bed. We met him there and I wished him a good morning and said I hoped he was well. He replied he was, and extended his arm into the platform of the truck and began removing a canvas tarp from something substantial. As the tarp fell away, a wire kennel towered well above the sides of the truck, and inside the homemade wire and wood house stood two of the most beautiful goats on God’s green earth. Mamma was deep madder brown, chamois soft, rear leggings of white with another kiss of white on her forehead. Her ears stood erect and slightly forward, as though listening for my approval. Her baby girl was the palest of brown, coffee with lots and lots of luscious cream, and long hooded Marlene Dietrich eyelashes. “Oh, my Lord!” was all I could say.

Fletcher cleared his throat. “Well, I heard you been laid up here lately and me and Daniel figured you wasn’t up for goat shopping. So, we took ourselves to Walhalla this morning to the auction. Now these here are fine girls. They’re Alpines, excellent milking breed, and we got the papers to prove it. He reached through the wire and scratched Mamma on the side of her face. She seemed to like it. “They’ll make you proud. And as I told you, I aim to milk her for you for a while, once her baby gets up well enough she can spare the milk. That being settled, I want you to know right up front, and I already told Daniel, he paid too much for these here goats, good as they are. He got to bidding and paid half again what he should. If you think we didn’t do right by you, I’ll kick in some to make the price fair. Can’t abide you thinking I’d squander your money.”

The phone rang from inside the store and Susan ran in to answer it. It was turning into quite a morning, full of surprises. Both men stared at me and I knew I should say something, but I was so captivated by the animals, I couldn’t think of a thing. Finally I managed to stammer, “They are truly beautiful, Mr. Enloe.”

Enloe dropped his head slightly and shuffled his feet a couple of times in the dirt. Had I embarrassed him? He announced he was going inside to get himself a cup of our free coffee. “Did I say something wrong?” I asked Daniel.

“No, no. Fletcher’s put out with me about bidding so high on the does. He thinks the fellow I was bidding against was probably a plant from the owner, just to drive the price up. I believe the price was fair. Fletcher will be fine once he realizes you aren’t going to make a big deal about what I paid.”

My little independent person alarm went off in my left ear. “How do you know I won’t make a big deal about it?”

Daniel crossed his arms and leaned against the bed of the truck. “Well, I reckon cause nobody’s asking you to pay for them, so why would you care?”

The alarm rang louder. “Daniel, I couldn’t ask you to pay for my goats. I made a deal with Fletcher and I’ll keep the bargain. When we get to the house, I’ll write you a check.”

“Good Lord, woman. Can’t you just accept a gift and say thank you? We aren’t talking about thousands of dollars here!”

This was not going well. “Please don’t take offense. I appreciate you taking the time to go all the way to Walhalla for me, and it’s not the amount of money so much as…” I hesitated.

“As what?” Frown lines deepened between his eyebrows, and his ever-present Stetson was tugged down farther on his head.

“As,” I waffled, thinking of what to say. “Well, as it is a matter of boundaries. I need boundaries. It feels a little presumptuous of you and Fletcher to go and shop for me, without my asking, and I just need to know… well, I just need to know, that is I need to feel…”

“Well, hell,” Daniel broke in, “If you want to pay me for these two presents I was trying to give you, then fine. You can write me a damn check. I know what you’re getting at, Ms Therapist. I’m not as dumb a mountain boy as you think. I hear what you say. You want to keep your independence and not be beholden. I understand. I’ve been single a long time myself.” He stopped and readjusted his hat, replacing it to the same position low on his forehead as before. The thought crossed my mind that I had not found the courage to give him the violin I’d bought—the one he didn’t ask for—and I felt my face flush. I wondered if his reaction would be similar to mine. I would definitely have to ask Susan to give him the thing and be done with it. “I’ll tell you what,” he offered, “let’s get these girls unloaded and settled in your pasture, and then we can have dinner tonight and talk this out. What do you say?”

I grimaced. “Oh, Daniel, I’m not sure I’m ready for that. I appreciate your offer, but dinner may not be a good idea.”

Now he removed his hat and slapped it against his jeans, sending a puff of dust up between us. “Woman, you’re making me squirrel-nuts. I’m telling you I’m trainable, and I don’t bite. There are just two little goats in this truck, not a herd of registered Angus, and all I’m talking about is sharing a side of ribs and some barbecue. It ain’t a lifetime commitment.”

The goats began stomping anxiously at the floor of the truck bed. “Do they have names?” I sidestepped.

“They do. Minnie and Pearl. Pearl is the baby.”

“You must be kidding. Someone gave these elegant creatures tacky, old fashioned names like Minnie and Pearl?”

“Well, as a matter of fact, yes they did. Could be that someone wasn’t looking hard enough at what she had and missed how special they are.” He let a couple of beats roll over me, just to make sure I’d gotten the point. “Will you have dinner with me or not? If not, I’ll respect your decision and not ask again.”

The man made a compelling, if not subtle, argument. “How about six-thirty?”
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“This is a court of law, young man, not a court of justice.”
…..Oliver Wendell Holmes

19.
 

For the next several hours the Tournay business hovered somewhere in another universe. I was much more concerned with learning from Fletcher how much feed Minnie and Pearl required and whether store bought goat rations were as good as mixing your own. Fletcher instructed me on basic goat anatomy while Minnie patiently allowed me to inspect her hoofs and scratch her lightly along her face, much as I would to sooth a cat. I had no idea goats have only between six and eight teeth, depending on the age, all located on the lower jaw, and are in the ruminate family, possessing four stomach chambers for digestion of hay, pasture grass, and my blueberry bushes. There was the matter of adding minerals to their diet and settling on the proper monthly wormer, since goats are highly susceptible to debilitating intestinal worms. Fletcher favored the herbal variety available from a supplier south of Atlanta, whose catalog he “conveniently” produced from his jacket pocket and gave to me. I was amazed at the products available, everything from stainless steel milking pails, to cheese making equipment and various medicines with names totally foreign to me. The reality hit me that I needed to learn a lot more about raising goats than I had imagined necessary. It was similar to being deluged with so much baby information when Luke was born. Each new fact confirmed how unprepared I was for the experience of motherhood; then each time I held him, I knew I would somehow find a way to meet the challenge.

Finally, hay was in the barn and feed stored in an airtight plastic container away from scavenging mice and opossum. Daniel rigged up a system to assure fresh water was available at all times, and he and Fletcher repaired the sagging gate from the pasture to the yard. The whole time we worked to settle the goats in my pasture, Hubert pranced up and down the fence on his side, snorting and trying his best to get their attention. Minnie pretty much ignored him and gave him a, “can’t you see I’m not studying you right now cause I’m busy,” look. Fletcher said her lack of interest was normal, and the fact that she made eye contact with him was enough to give Hubert hope. They would get along fine, he assured me. Goats, he observed, are not nearly as picky as some people.

When Fletcher and Daniel left, I gave the goat girls one last pat on the rump and went back to the house. I’d missed lunch and was thirsty for a tall glass of iced tea. As I was making myself a banana, peanut butter, and mayonnaise sandwich—my favorite comfort food, except for chocolate—I noticed the green light on the phone was blinking, so I listened to the message while I chewed, then replayed it to make sure I got the number down correctly. A Ms. Porter from the DA’s office, in Atlanta, was trying to reach me, and wanted a call back as soon as possible. I could guess what the call was about and really didn’t want to talk to her.

Mamma Cat meowed for my attention and I bent down to stroke the top of her head. “Hello, Sweetheart. I’ve been neglecting you, haven’t I?” She meowed again, a long drawn out cry of distress. “What?” I asked her, and looked towards the utility room and her basket of babies. My heart sank. The basket was empty. The sandwich got tossed on the counter and I hurried to where the babies were supposed to be napping in between nursing. The problem was evident: one tiny baby was behind the door trying to navigate the waxed utility room floor on frail spidery legs, the other had wedged himself between the washer and dryer. As soon as I managed to extricate baby boy from the crevice and onto the open floor again, Mamma snatched him up in her mouth and deposited him back in the basket. I gently lifted the second baby from the floor and returned her to mother’s side. “I know it’s not fair, Mamma,” I explained, as I stroked her head again, “but take it from me, once they learn to walk, our control as a mother goes down hill rapidly. I know this from experience. Next thing you know, you call them on the cell phone and they are hanging out with people who call them, ‘Bucko,’ and you don’t even know what country they are in.”

With a mental note to make the utility room safer for toddling kittens, I ate a couple more bites of my now soggy sandwich and placed a call to Garland. I figured he probably already knew what Ms. Porter’s news would be, unless he and Aileen were at war and not speaking to each other, again. After I dutifully stayed on hold until he finished a call from a paying client, Garland agreed to get Ms. Porter on the phone for a three-way conference call. I waited. A short time later a female voice came on the line.

“Meredith Porter here. How may I assist you?” I pictured her as an over worked, recent Emory University graduate, still trying to hold onto her college-styled long hair and youthful ideals. She would have seen Lord of the Rings at least three times and usually voted Democrat. Garland gave the appropriate introductions and I said hello and thanked her for calling. Now that the pleasantries were dispensed, I waited for her announcement. She plunged into a rather curt canned speech unlaced with any vestiges of youthful ideals. So much for first impressions.

“As I am sure you are aware of, it is the job of our department to bring alleged criminals before the court for adjudication to the fullest extent of the law.” Her accent moved noticeably north, possibly as far as Massachusetts as she continued. “It is also our job not to hamper the courts with unnecessary trial burdens when we can expedite cases.” Yes, yes, whatever, I wanted to say, just get on with it. “Tell me, Dr. McNeal, do you feel Angel Turner is a continued threat to you?” How in the world would I know that? When I didn’t immediately answer, Ms. Porter pressed forward. “Of course, there are safeguards built into any agreement reached with Angel Turner. For instance, the defendant will be restrained from coming within five hundred yards of you, or your home, or business, and is not allowed phone or written contact with you.”

Reassessment was in order. Ms. Porter would definitely not respond to Lord of the Rings, unless she got to keep the ring for herself. No, she was a Terminator 2 person, and probably didn’t go to Emory.

“Excuse me, excuse me,” I interrupted. “Why don’t you just began by telling me what agreement is being considered?”

There was a moment of silence. Garland spoke up. “Ms. Porter, come on, half the town knows your office has already cut a deal with Turner’s lawyer. Christ, we heard that much on the television this morning. Don’t be cagey, just tell us what the deal is, so we can all get back to our lives.”

Miss Terminator 2 took a deep breath and forged ahead. “Well, Mr. Wang. If you want the clipped down version, here it is. Number one: Turner has no prior criminal record, not even a speeding ticket. Number two: his, or her, whatever the case may be, allegation is that Dr. McNeal attacked him, or her, in the woods along Howell Creek and he, or she, was only defending himself, or herself. Unlikely, to be sure; still, an arguable point.” I was thinking it wasn’t much of an argument for me since I was the one with bruises and Angel was the one with the three-foot iron rebar. “Number three,” she enumerated, “Turner will testify that the object taken from the house was given to him, or her, by a former resident of the house, Mitchell Sanders, and that he was simply taking what was rightfully his.” I wanted to interject she forgot to include the untidy bit of luck about Sanders being dead and not able to verify Angel’s story. There was no need. She covered that loose end with her next comment. “Sanders, of course, is dead and can’t confirm or deny that fact.”

“Perhaps that’s because Angel Turner killed him.” I inserted into the conversation.

“Well, that’s number four,” Porter said, “the coroner’s report is inconclusive at this point as to whether Sanders fell down the stairs, causing his own death; or was pushed. Although, I will say Lt. Barnes is convinced it was murder and is pushing hard for more time to investigate. We don’t have evidence to place Turner at the scene that night because the grandfather says Turner was in the apartment when he went to bed and was there when he woke up the next morning. So far nobody at the apartment complex saw Turner leave, or return, during the night. In short folks, we have zip, nada, nothing.”

“What about fingerprints in the basement area?” Garland queried.

“There are prints all over the basement, including Dr. McNeal’s, as well as Sanders’. Turner maintains she, or he, had been in the basement area often with Sanders because they stored antiques down there, antiques Turner says they owned jointly.”

“This is ludicrous,” I exclaimed. “How do you account for the fact that the owner of the house, Paul Tournay, knew nothing about such an arrangement? And besides, Paul kicked Sanders out days before he took a dive down the basement stairs. Thus, Turner didn’t have the right to be in the house, at all.”

“That’s true, although Turner says he, or she, didn’t know Sanders no longer lived there, and didn’t know Sanders was dead.”

“Well, I know that’s a lie because I told her grandfather myself.”

“I understand you are frustrated, Dr. McNeal. Frankly, so are we.”

Garland was losing patience with our little banter back and forth. “Okay, You’ve made your point, Porter. What is the DA going to do?”

I took the cordless phone out on the porch and sat in one of the rockers. I might as well be comfortable. “Here’s the deal on the table,” she announced, “Turner gets to plea down to theft on the Madonna panels, a lesser charge from burglary, and enters a plea of battery for attacking Dr. McNeal. On Sanders’ death, we sit on that for right now to see if we come up with something to link Turner. Maybe Turner did killed Sanders, pushed him down the stairs. There is one possibility that might help us: the coroner’s report notes a narrow straight-line indention bruise on Sanders’ skull, apart from the other massive injury sustained from the fall. If we can make that match the rebar Turner hit you with, Dr. McNeal, we may have a case. Of course, what I just told you is totally confidential and if you should repeat it, I would have to bring charges against you for interference of justice of an ongoing case. We never discuss an ongoing case with outsiders. I repeat: we never discuss an ongoing case with outsiders. You get my drift?”

I could hear Garland thumping the erasure end of a pencil on his desk. He was ready for this conversation to be over. “So, how much time will Turner do for assaulting Dr. McNeal?” he asked.

Ms. Porter sniffed and cleared her throat, very ladylike, of course. No doubt the Southern fall had given her northern constitution allergies. “No jail time, intense probation for ninety days, confined to his house and wearing an ankle monitor. After that, another two years standard probation. All this would be concurrent with the theft sentence.”

The thumping pencil sound stopped. I heard Garland’s desk chair squeak, maybe as he sat upright. I know I certainly sat upright. “You mean Turner gets to stay home and watch soaps on TV for three months, no jail time?”

“That’s it, Mr. Wang. That’s the deal. I know you aren’t happy, but for your information we have other problems with Turner also, like if there were jail time, where do we send him, or her? His lawyer makes a point. Because of Turner’s, shall we say, current undecided sexual identity, we don’t know whether to put him with the men or women. Either would be a problem. He was only in a holding cell for three hours the night he was arrested and some cracker beat the living shit out of him. What do you think will happen if he goes to Reidsville prison?”

“I can’t believe I’m hearing this Porter. Sounds like you feel bad for Turner,” Garland carped.

“Oh please, don’t try to shovel that shit in my lap!” She volleyed back, “I could care less about the alleged perpetrator. My job is to do what’s best for the county and the State of Georgia, and I don’t want one of my cases reversed on some kind of stupid technicality, or have the ACLU up my back because Turner gets killed in jail over some low rent assault and theft charge. If he goes down later on a murder charge—different ballgame—I want him alive. Right now, I’m cutting the best deal for the justice system, and seeking a realistic punishment for the crimes involved. What about you, Dr. McNeal? What would you want in a deal with Turner?”

I left the rocking chair and faced the sun disappearing over Fire Mountain. Acid was rising in my throat and burning the back of my mouth. “What do I want? I want our laws enforced; that’s what I want. I want Turner to take full responsibility for his, or her, actions. Silly me, I’m big on personal responsibility. I want what’s right to be rewarded and what’s wrong to be punished.”

“Oh yes, speaking of responsibility, part of the deal is Turner offers you a face to face apology, if you so desire.”

I almost laughed. That seemed a ridiculous idea to me. “I’ll pass on that, thanks. I can’t imagine an apology at this point would be in any way sincere.”

She ignored me and went on to her last point. “Turner will also pay any doctor bills you incurred due to your injuries, and compensate you for any loss of work time. You will need to fill out a form on the monetary losses. I’ll mail it to you. Get it back to me right away. Now, if you two don’t have any further questions, I have to hang up now. I have someone waiting in my office. It’s been a pleasure speaking with you. Have a good day.” Her line went silent.

For a moment I thought Garland had hung up as well. Then he spoke quietly. “What about it, Promise? Do you want me to stir up some trouble downtown about Turner? Or, can you live with Ms. Porter’s solution?”

I guess I was hoping Garland would be irate. That’s certainly the way I felt. He wasn’t. All I could hear was a jaded, oh well; today someone else gets to make the rules, tone to his voice. After calming down for a few seconds, I knew I didn’t want to fight. “I’ll live with it, Garland. Just let it be.”

“That’s probably best. You are the victim, but you know the DA has the last word, so long as the judge takes the recommendation, and it sounds like to me, if we read between the lines, that Porter wants to keep Turner where she knows she can reach him for the murder charge. Otherwise, she wouldn’t be sharing info with us. I think that’s probably her way of asking us to live with the decision and sit tight.”

“Your are probably right, Garland. Going to jail for beating me up is only one of Angel’s issues at the moment.”

Garland seemed pleased that I was not going to ask him to buck the system in Atlanta. He perked up. “You got that right. I know Turner’s attorney, a fellow named Toby Brice. He’s one of the good old boy Roswell crowd. Saw him today having lunch at the Mill. We sat together and he gave me an earful.”

I wasn’t sure what Garland was saying. “Do you mean he was talking about Turner’s case with you over lunch?”

“Yeah.”

“I thought talking about your client’s business wasn’t ethical.”

“Well, it isn’t. He didn’t use any names. Of course I know the story has to be Turner’s. Here’s what he said, you decide.” Garland was loving this bit of gossip. “Turner must have paid close attention to the news stories about OJ Simpson’s book, because he told Toby he didn’t kill Sanders and in fact wasn’t even there at the time; but if he had been there, which he wasn’t, here’s what would have happened.”

Garland took a breath and settled in to tell his story. “According to Turner, what could have happened is this: the two of them argued about Sanders wanting to go upstairs and take some old box. Turner didn’t want Sanders doing that because it would tip off Tournay someone had been in the house. Turner and Sanders fight; both get scratches, exchange a few punches, and Sanders pulls away and starts up the stairs. Turner is behind Sanders on the stairs. Suddenly the door into the hall at the top of the stairs swings open, and Sanders screams, ‘Oh, my God!’ Turner looks up and sees what looks like a long, flowing white dress disappearing behind the door. Sanders tumbles down the stairs, hits his head on the cement floor, and Turner runs like hell.

“Angel Turner says, of course, this is only a fictional account of what could have happened, if he had been there. I’m betting if Sanders did fall down the stairs, Angel Turner cracked his head with the rebar while he was out, just for insurance. Good way for Angel to dissolve a bad partnership. Toby says Turner believes Sanders saw someone in the upper hall and that someone scared him enough to make him lose his balance and fall. That someone, Turner told Toby Brice, was a ghost. A ghost in a white dress. Turner says the two of them had seen the same figure once before down by the creek. Isn’t that a hoot? Especially, when you consider Paul Tournay also thought he saw a ghost in the yard. Remember that? He told his grandfather he’d seen his grandmother’s ghost. A ghost, can you believe it?” Garland paused his story to laugh.

I wasn’t laughing. “Hey, Promise, did you hear what I said? A ghost. I thought you’d get a kick out of Turner’s story. Why aren’t you laughing?”

So, that was it. Now it made sense. Sanders was trying to get upstairs. He planned to steal the antique letterbox. If Mitchell Sanders had taken the box, Paul Sr.’s secret might have stayed hidden.

When I didn’t say anything, Garland waded into the silence. “Hello, Promise. Are you there? Come on, Sugar, talk to me. Your silence tells me you know something I don’t. You are the worst poker player in the state. What is it? Tell me. You wouldn’t hold out on me, would you?”

“Now, Garland,” I answered, “You know I wouldn’t hold out on you. No more than you would hold out on me.”

“Why does that answer not give me reassurance?”

Call it petty, but Garland had that one coming to him, after he conveniently forgot to share the Tournay trust information stashed under his desk. Susan was right; of course, my friend Garland Wang does have hidden agendas. Don’t we all? “Thanks for being with me on the Ms. Porter conversation, Garland. I really appreciate it. I mean it. You being on the line for moral support made the medicine go down a lot easier. Give my best to Sara and Aileen. I have to go now. Believe it or not, I have a dinner date.”
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“Covering with moss the dead’s unclosed eye,
the little redbreast teacheth charitie.”
Michael Drayton
(The Owl, 1604)

20.
 

Days accumulated into weeks after Paul Tournay’s guest appearance on Aileen’s show. Susan told me she’d learned from later shows he would be a frequent guest, reviewing art and entertainment around Atlanta. I had not watched Listen Atlanta again, nor had I heard from Paul. I think I felt a little betrayed by Aileen and Paul’s easy alliance, or should I say, collusion. I recalled Barkley’s side comment to me on the day I’d visited the studio: that half of Atlanta wanted to be Aileen, and the other half wanted to kill her. Whatever partnership Paul had struck with Aileen, I hoped what he netted was worth it. Not that there was anything wrong with Paul becoming a television personality. In my opinion he was certainly talented enough for prime time television. It was just that Paul’s new found talent bloomed from his grandfather’s theft and smuggling; and that didn’t sit right with me, nor did it mesh with my image of Paul being a man of integrity.

I seemed to be the only person who considered Senior Paul Tournay’s World War II exploits criminal. Even Susan said that after giving it more thought, she decided he and Boo Turner only took what the Nazis were determined to steal for themselves. Better them than the Germans, she’d said. That seemed too pat an answer for me. What about returning the stolen property after the war? Daniel wouldn’t give an opinion at all.

A few times over the past week, my constant companions, the Should, Second-guess, and What-if girls committee members sang me a chorus of the pitfalls of being self-righteous and reminded me that in my counseling days, there were more than a handful of clients whose faulty thinking, and thus bad choices, regularly ignited my judgmental nature. In truth, I’ve never mastered the—don’t get heavily invested in the outcome, just be there for the journey—part of counseling. At my core, I want everyone to straighten up and fly right. Just as well I retired when I did. At least I’d curbed my controlling urge and resisted doing a Tarot card reading on Paul, just to see what may be marching his way. Spreading out cards on Paul’s life, without his permission, felt invasive, even if I only half believed the cards. And besides, what if I did see trouble for him in the cards? What could I do about it?

October finished ripe with cool temperatures and frequent rains. On the Monday before, I’d invested the morning at the public library researching the McNeal family and found January McNeal’s name mentioned in a 1901 purchase of fifty-two acres located in the area later named Fire Mountain, the same mountain I see from my kitchen window. The seller was a man named Daniel Joab Sorley. I supposed Daniel is still a good name for men in Perry County.

The county census for the following year reported January as being twenty-seven years old, a farmer, living on his own land with his wife, Reba, and one male child. It was a mystery to me what crops January could farm on the steep slopes of Fire Mountain. I must be getting more comfortable with the idea of this Perry County January McNeal being my kin, because when I ciphered the aged backhanded cursive handwriting completing January’s census information, I was not surprised to find his son’s name, James, matched that of my grandfather’s. I did not know my great grandmother’s name was Reba and wondered how she came to marry January. So far, one land sale and one census entry were the only official records I’d located, excepting a current property tax listing showing the Forestry Service now owned some of the Sorley/McNeal acreage and Fletcher Enloe owned the rest. That information didn’t surprise me. Fletcher Enloe had been baiting me all along and probably could recite an extensive history of the McNeals.

The librarian, a Perry County native about my age, who helped me sift through stacks and stacks of census information, recalled hiking and hunting Fire Mountain many years ago with her brothers. On one such adventure, she remembered tracing a small waterfall up one side of the mountain and finding a burned out cabin with the rock chimney still standing. How the cabin was burned, and when, she didn’t know. I feel in my soul she is right about the cabin being on the mountain. It waits for me. In my mind, I smell the cabin’s damp soot married with blooming honeysuckle vines, and see hundred-year-old charred timbers lying crosswise in the doorway, where they collapsed into each other arms. At some point, I know I’ll swallow my pride and ask Enloe about January McNeal, but not yet. For now, I will sit with the few facts I know about the McNeal family, and wait.

Earlier in the day I hiked up the abandoned logging road along the lower crust of January’s mountain. I didn’t find a waterfall, or cabin. It must be higher up. When I stood atop the lower ridge looking back down on the road, I listened, my breath held, for the metallic whine of wagon wheels, a sound I’d awakened to several times now in the predawn stillness. There was no wagon on the road in the full light of day; only the wind and a hawk’s cry split the blue, cloudless sky. Was it possible the lumbering wagon was just an ordinary dream, with no connection to my great grandfather? Closing my eyes, I allowed myself to relive the sadness sung by those wagon wheels climbing January’s mountain. No, that was not possible. The presence of January McNeal in this place was substantial and real. I was sure the vision, the wagon, and the cabin, would nudge me to January’s story sooner or later.

After studying the narrow potholed roadbed again, and committing the washed out ruts to memory, I looked down, back towards the valley, where my gray clapboard house and side porches seemed a great winged bird hovering on the fall-kissed ground. Minnie and Pearl grazed the remaining October grass in the pasture, oblivious to being watched. I wondered if goats felt happiness, or loneliness. The morning was cold and still, yet, under the stillness of the here and now, the mountain’s soul exhaled mist with each breath I took, and where I stood, a gathering of sweet smelling hemlocks and pines began to blow a breeze as they bent toward each other, whispering secrets to the laurel. This wasn’t Atlanta. Not home yet. Nevertheless, I could feel all of them—trees, water and stones—slowly beginning to settle in my heart.

Later, from the back yard where I worked, I had a front row seat to the mountain’s panorama of acres upon acres of black oaks dried to burnished copper, and red maples, sixty foot tall scarlet bouquets, dressing the ridge above me. It is no wonder they call it Fire Mountain. I could imagine a person named January McNeal wanting, needing, to possess such beauty. My jeans and hooded sweatshirt felt good against the late afternoon chill as I raked fallen leaves into a round wire frame for composting, and separated out sticks and small limbs to toss into the metal burn barrel. Daniel called earlier in the afternoon. Said he wanted to drop by with some dried rosemary, sent by MaMa Allen from her herb garden. I’m not sure what that’s all about. No harm, I guess, in sharing a cup of coffee with the man. He’s easy company. Maybe today, since Susan had refused to do it for me, I could think of a casual way of giving Daniel the Frank Ball violin.

I stood upright; rubbing still tender bruises on my side and arm, and smelled crackling cinders mixed with the aroma of wood smoke circling back to me in the breeze. Though physically busy, my mind worked elsewhere, turning over and over the Tournay business for the hundredth time, questioning if my interaction helped any of them, or set anything to right in the universe. Becca was still Becca—not speaking to Paul, that I knew of, and it seemed Paul was adrift with his newfound notoriety and fifteen-minutes of fame.

Garland’s fee had helped stave off my financial worries for another couple of months. I was very grateful for the respite. Yet the whole experience, bruises and all, surely had to be about more than paying my bills. I could not forget it was Paul Tournay Sr. who had called to me from the dream of Stella’s death and set the events into motion. I knew if I could retrace my steps, I would walk the same path. I would have to.

I’d spoken to Garland a couple of times about the stolen art work, and, of course, he was right in that Tournay’s business records didn’t give enough information to trace down exactly what antiquities were originally stolen, or who finally purchased them, or if they were stolen at all. I think Garland was being honest with me, mostly because if there was enough proof, I believe Aileen would be on the story like white on rice. Being the voracious reporter, Aileen would throw Paul in the lion’s den in a New York minute, in exchange for an exclusive expose’ of his grandfather’s success in duping the Nazis.

That left Boo Turner to tell the tale, and I suspected his admissions to me that day at the antiques mall were probably all we would ever get from him. The only physical evidence remaining was the golden enameled triptych and what silver and china was found in the half-empty crate in the Tournay basement. Not much to go on. As to the triptych, the beautiful Madonna and child panels, Garland’s information from Aileen was that it would stay on loan to the museum whose curator was the expert appearing on her show, until, and if, Interpol could determine it was indeed stolen from France, or wherever. I saw somewhere, a magazine maybe, that Interpol has been instrumental in recovering over three hundred fifty-five million dollars worth of stolen art since 1991, so it was possible the Madonna and child would be returned to the rightful owner. In one conversation, Garland told me a bit of gossip—according to Aileen, Paul and Barkley were “an item” on the Listen Atlanta set, acting like happy lovebirds. Maybe I’d send Paul a card; let him know I’m happy for him. He and Barkley might be the perfect match.

The repetitive motion of bending and gathering leaves and tossing sticks into the fire left my thoughts free to wander from Paul, Garland and Aileen, and Angel Turner, to my ex-husband. RB Barnes was a failure as a husband, but he is a first rate cop. I was certain he would pick at the facts of the Mitchell Sanders case like an old scab until he exposed enough evidence to prosecute somebody for murder. Fortunately, he’d told Garland that he didn’t think that someone would be Paul.

I was no longer dreaming of Stella. That was a good thing. Had the discovery of his prayer for forgiveness, and Stella’s ring, given her husband peace in the next world? Was revealing the truth of Stella’s death part of what Tournay wanted from me? I didn’t know the answer to either of those questions, probably never would. Digging the rake deeper into moist ground, I released its rich earthy breath and drew it deep into myself. I recalled something I’d read in the Tao Te Ching. I believe the line is: “darkness within darkness, the gate to all mystery.”

Late in the afternoon, as I stirred the waning embers of the metal barrel, two quick horn blasts startled me and I turned to see the UPS truck bounce down my driveway and stop. By his wild driving, I surmised this was the same young man I’d seen regularly at Fletcher Enloe’s house. He jumped easily from the truck and flashed a broad smile. “Here you go ma’am,” he said, and thrust a letter-sized cardboard envelope my way. “Hope you won the lottery.”

I returned his smile and watched him sprint back to his vehicle. When I noticed the Beauford, South Carolina, origination on the package, my smile disappeared. Not that I expected a lottery win, but I certainly didn’t expect this, either. In my heart I’d hoped for a letter from Luke. He’d called once since the Tournay case ended, saying he was in New York for three days, and then would leave again for Texas. I wanted to believe my son was safely conducting oil business in Texas, but couldn’t. RB Barnes’ half admission of what business Luke was really conducting had confirmed my fears. How would I ever take a peaceful breath knowing Luke’s life could be in danger every day? Would I be better off not knowing? Maybe, though I knew I didn’t want that either. What I wanted was for my son to be safe. I ripped the tab off the envelope and drew out the single sheet of paper.

Dear Violin Lady, the letter began in a careful rounded hand. I had me some worrisome nights, so I took myself to see the boy. We had a long talk and he showed me Stella’s ruby and diamond ring. Said he’s had it all along and didn’t even know it. Ain’t that something? I’d most forgot Paul got it off her that night and put it in his pocket. Didn’t see no need in telling him that. Better to let it go. I think he’s a good boy. For all the trouble you went to for him, you must think so too. When I got back to South Carolina, I remembered I was the one took Stella’s scarf from around her neck. Don’t remember why I did, or why I kept it all these years. It don’t weigh hardly nothing, except lately that little piece of nothing has been heavy on my soul. I’m not meaning to pass the burden on to you, I just can’t think of what else to do with it. Couldn’t give it to the boy, don’t seem right, not after what that scarf done to Stella. I read the letter again, pausing to think about the last sentence. The letter was signed, “Yours truly, Solomon Beaumont Turner.”

The faded red scarf came eas