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Chapter
 One




“I’m telling you, Patricia Anne. Fred kissing the ground like he did was a little too much. Embarrassing.”

“He slipped.”

“Slipped, my foot. The man was on his hands and knees patting the concrete, saying, ‘Thank God.’ It’s a wonder everybody didn’t fall over him.”

I glanced around at my sister, Mary Alice, who was standing at my utility room door watching me put clothes in the washing machine. She had on a gray pants suit with a cream-colored turtleneck sweater and had already informed me that she was on her way to a luncheon.

I was one of the ones who had nearly fallen over my husband Fred at the airport, but I still felt the need to defend him.

“He hates to fly.”


“Well, I figured that out for myself about an hour out of Birmingham. Every time I spoke to him he growled. Did you hear those noises? Pure growls. And he didn’t even chew the peanuts. He trashed them.” Mary Alice chomped her teeth together. “Like that. Thank God I wasn’t sitting next to him on the Concorde. You’ve earned your place in heaven living with that man for forty years.” She paused. “Why are you spraying Windex around that shirt-sleeve cuff?”

“Because I haven’t had a chance to go to the store. This works as good as Spray ’n Wash.” I put the shirt into the machine, closed the lid, and turned on the warm cycle.

“How come you’re not jet-lagged like I am?” I asked. “I feel like there’s a weight on top of my head.”

Mary Alice moved from the doorway and I followed her into the kitchen and collapsed onto a chair.

“I have more reserves than you do. More stored-up energy. You want some coffee?”

I nodded that I did. She got two mugs, poured the coffee, and pushed the sugar toward me.

“You see,” she explained seriously, “it’s simple. I’m slightly larger than you, and that little extra fat gives me more energy. If you would eat normally, you wouldn’t be so tired.”

Little extra fat. Slightly larger. Ha. The woman is six-feet tall and weighs two hundred fifty pounds. Admits to that. No telling what she really weighs. Especially after hitting every good restaurant in Warsaw, Poland, where we had been for the last two weeks spending Christmas with my newly married daughter Haley. And, believe me, there are some good restaurants there.

“You probably lost weight in Warsaw,” she continued.

“I may have. All that walking.”


“And not eating.”

I poured milk into my coffee and watched it swirl around. No way I was going to get into this argument. Mary Alice has never believed that it’s genetics that made me a foot shorter than she is and a size six petite. She swears it’s lack of nutrition.

“I had an E-mail from Haley this morning,” I said. “She’s missing us.”

“Well, of course she is. Nobody speaks English in Warsaw. Nobody. And there’s not even so much as a WalMart. Just all those museums, old as the hills, and you have to ride those rickety streetcars to get anywhere, for heaven’s sake.”

“I thought it was a beautiful city.”

“Well, you see, that’s the difference in you and me, Mouse. I like things to move a little faster.”

“You mean like interstates?”

“And better TV. Their Wheel of Fortune was pitiful.”

I sighed and let Mary Alice ramble on. Haley was very happy, and she and her new husband, Dr. Philip Nachman, considered it the opportunity of a lifetime to be spending the first few months of their married life in richly cultured Warsaw.

“I’ll say this, though.” Mary Alice took a sip of her coffee. “Nephew seems to be making Haley happy.”

The “nephew” bit is going to take a little clarification. Mary Alice’s second husband was also Philip Nachman. Haley’s new husband is his nephew, named for his uncle. So Haley and Philip are Mary Alice’s niece and nephew (Philip by marriage). The “nephew” is to keep from confusing him with the original Philip Nachman, dead and buried at Elmwood Cemetery beside Sister’s other husbands long ago, but still alive (so she says) in her heart. Certainly in her bank account. Each of her three husbands left her richer than the preceding one.

She leaned forward. “Don’t you think so?”

“What? That Haley’s happy? Sure.”

“It’s the Nachman genes.” She stirred her coffee. “I almost asked Haley, but I decided not to.”

“Asked her what?”

“Well, my Philip, when we were making love, just before he’d,” Sister paused. “Well, he had this unusual thing he’d do.”

“What?”

“He’d stop for a second and say, ‘Lord, the saints are marching in.’” She smiled.

I thought about this disclosure for a moment. “Somehow I don’t think that’s genetic, Sister.”

“Probably not. He did go to Tulane. But every time I hear that song I get misty-eyed. I wanted to have a New Orleans band play it at his funeral, strutting down the path at Elmwood with their umbrellas, but I wasn’t sure it was kosher.”

“I wouldn’t think so.”

Mary Alice looked into her coffee cup thoughtfully. “He was a lovely man, Mouse. Very much in touch with his inner child. No big alpha male hang-up like Fred has.”

“Alpha males don’t kiss the ground when they get home.”

“Ha. I knew he didn’t trip.” Mary Alice got up, put her mug into the dishwasher, and turned to face me. “I might as well tell you, Mouse. I’ve made a New Year’s resolution to get married this year.”

“To Cedric?”

“Who?”

“The last man you were engaged to.”


“Of course not. I’m serious.” She leaned over the counter toward the table where I was still collapsed. “I was thinking while we were crossing the Atlantic that my ‘sell by’ date is fast approaching and I want some steady company, preferably someone who can dip me when we dance.”

“Just keep changing your ‘sell by’ date. That’s what 20/20 says they do at all the grocery stores. You’ve already backed it up two years.” On her last birthday, Mary Alice had been sixty-six, but had decided to count backward from now on. I am now three years younger than she is instead of five.

“Oh, I plan to. I still think it’s time I settled down, though.”

“Bill Adams?”

“I don’t know. Maybe. He’s a little alpha.”

What was this “alpha” stuff?

“Fairchild Weatherby?”

Sister straightened up. “No way. Terrible things happen to his wives, like people murdering them.”

“Is age a factor here at all?”

“Of course. Forty to eighty.”

“Well, that narrows it down. I’ll be on the lookout.”

“I’m serious.”

“So am I.”

I watched her get her purse and put on lipstick. “What kind of luncheon are you going to?”

“An Angel Sighting Society lunch at the club.”

“Well, have a good time.”

“I will.”

As soon as the back door closed, I went into the den, lay down on the sofa, and pulled the afghan over me. As I was sinking into deep sleep, the question flitted through my mind, an angel-sighting luncheon?

Muffin, Haley’s cat, woke me up about an hour later kneading the afghan and purring. I rubbed between her ears, and she stretched out beside me.

“Your mama sent her love,” I told her. “She’ll be home in a couple of months.”

Muffin purred louder.

“We saw our first-ever white Christmas.”

Muffin drooled.

“Your grandpapa says one is enough.” I snuggled deeper under the afghan and smiled, thinking of Fred struggling through Warsaw’s snow, swearing that we had all lost our minds, that he had seen on CNN that it was sixty-five degrees in Birmingham. He had enjoyed seeing Haley, though, enjoyed seeing how happy she was with Philip. And Fred was back at his beloved Metal Fab today, jet-lagged, but at home. And probably a little disappointed that the metal-fabricating industry had survived for two weeks without him.

I was trying to decide whether to go back to sleep or get up and put the clothes in the dryer when the phone rang.

“Did I wake you up, Aunt Pat? You sound sleepy.”

“No, hon. Muffin did that about two minutes ago. How are you feeling?”

Debbie, Mary Alice’s middle child, the outcome (as I had just learned) of the march of one of the elder Philip Nachman’s saints, is eight months pregnant. Having been there three times myself, I knew my question was dumb.

“Better than I felt with Fay and May at this stage. Remember how I had to have help getting up out of a chair?”


Debbie’s twins, Fay and May, are almost three. Not interested in marriage, but very interested in motherhood, she had opted for the UAB sperm bank. Then, last year, she had met Henry Lamont and married him with a speed that surprised us all. Now she was expecting David Anthony Lamont in a month.

“I remember.” I pushed the afghan back and sat up. Muffin jumped down disapprovingly and headed for the kitchen.

“Well, when I talked to you yesterday, I forgot to tell you that Pukey Lukey has been trying for several days to get hold of you or Mama. When he kept getting your answering machine, he called me and asked where you were.”

Luke Nelson is our cousin who lives in Columbus, Mississippi. He is a very nice man who was unfortunate enough to suffer from monumental car sickness when we were children. Mary Alice says Luke’s bouts were volcanic eruptions. His mother was our father’s only sibling, though, and he adored her. So a trip to the beach frequently meant holding towels like shields.

“He didn’t leave any messages,” I told Debbie.

“Well, you might want to call him. I asked him if there was something I could help him with, and he said no, that he needed to talk to one of you. He really sounded worried.”

“I wonder what about.”

“Don’t have any idea.”

“I’ll call him.” I paused. “By the way, Debbie, do you know anything about an angel-sighting society?”

“A what?”

“An angel-sighting society. Your mama said she was going to an angel-sighting society luncheon at the club.”


“No, that’s a new one. Did Mama sight some angels in Warsaw?”

“She mainly shopped. Fussed about everybody speaking Polish.”

“I hope our diplomatic relations are still intact.”

“She did enough shopping to assure that.”

“Good. Well, I’ve got to get to court, Aunt Pat. You wouldn’t believe how easy it is to win a case when you’re eight months pregnant.”

“Give Fay and May a kiss for me, and give David a pat.” I hung up, smiling. It was still strange to me to know that much about an unborn child. And nice.

Muffin was taking a bath on the kitchen table. I looked out of the window and saw my old Woofer dog asleep in the sun in front of his igloo doghouse. I put the clothes in the dryer, fixed a peanut butter and banana sandwich, poured a glass of milk, and settled down to watch Jeopardy! All was right with the world. I even knew the answer to the Final Jeopardy question.

I’ll blame it on jet lag. I had every intention of calling Luke as soon as I quit talking to Debbie. Instead, after Jeopardy! was over, I made out a grocery list and went to the Piggly Wiggly. Usually, this time of year, I have all kinds of leftovers from Christmas and New Year’s in the freezer. This year, thanks to Warsaw, the cupboard was bare. The night before, our next-door neighbor, Mitzi Phizer, had brought us over some chicken Tetrazzini and salad. Fortunately. We were even out of Lean Cuisines. Mitzi had taken care of the animals for us while we were gone, and she brought each of them treats, too. They were so glad to see her, it hurt my feelings. Woofer actually whined when she went through the gate on her way home.


After I got home with the groceries, I still didn’t remember to call Luke. I made a meatloaf, peeled some potatoes, and took Woofer for a short walk. Birmingham is no Warsaw, climatewise, but it’s still pretty chilly on late January afternoons. A couple of blocks, and Woofer and I were both ready to call it a day. He had reestablished his territory on every tree, and I was cold.

While I was taking the clothes from the dryer, though, I remembered. I found Luke’s number on the list I keep in the end-table drawer and dialed it. No answer. No answering machine. I looked at my watch. Almost five. His wife, Virginia, was probably out somewhere and had forgotten to turn the machine on. And Luke might still be at his office.

I dialed the office number. No answer. No answering machine. Slightly strange, but nothing to worry about. I finished folding and putting up the clothes while I enjoyed the good smells of a January meatloaf wafting from the oven.

Half an hour later, I dialed both numbers again. Still no answer. I called Mary Alice to find out if Luke had left a message with her. I also wanted to know more about the angel sightings.

“Nope,” she said. “Why? Is something wrong with him?”

I told her what Debbie had said.

“He probably just wants us to do some politicking for Richard, which I’m not about to do. He has too many teeth and he always looks like he’s just blow-dried his hair.”

Richard, Luke and Virginia’s son, is a second-term member of the House of Representatives so not everybody agrees with Sister.


“This isn’t an election year. Besides, this is January.”

“Oh, Mouse, you dummy. It’s always election year.”

“I guess you’re right. How was your luncheon?”

“Interesting. Two women sighted angels while we were in Warsaw.”

“Where did they see them?”

“One woman said she woke up and the angel was standing by her bed.”

“Writing in a book of gold?”

“What?”

“Like Abou Ben Adhem.”

“Who’s he?”

“Never mind. What about the other one?’

“She was having a root canal done.”

“How did she know it was an angel?”

“She just knew. We had a good lunch. Not chicken, thank goodness. I had enough of that in Warsaw. Broiled salmon in dill sauce.”

“That’s nice. How did you get invited?”

“Half the investment club’s in it, Mouse. All you have to do is believe in angels.”

“And you do.”

“Of course. Don’t you?”

“Maybe.”

“I think that would get you in. Look, if you talk to Pukey, don’t promise him a thing about politicking.”

The back door opened and Fred walked in.

“Gotta go,” I said. “And I won’t.” I hung up.

“Meatloaf.” Fred held his hand to his heart. “I could just cry.”

So much for the alpha male.

“Are you tired?”

“Beat. Everything’s in pretty good shape over at the shop, though.” He came over and hugged me. “You know what I’m going to do? Take a shower and put on that new jogging suit Haley gave me for Christmas.”

“Be still my heart. I’ll light a fire and we’ll watch Wheel of Fortune.”

Which is what we did. By eight o’clock, both of us were sound asleep, Fred in his recliner, me on the sofa. Around twelve I woke up enough to turn off the gas logs and the TV and get us both to bed. It was the next morning before I remembered Pukey Lukey and tried to call him again. It was the next morning when there was still no answer, that I began to worry something might be wrong.









Chapter
 Two





E-MAIL

FROM: HALEY

TO: MAMA AND PAPA

SUBJECT: MISSING YOU




We’re missing you so much, but wasn’t it a wonderful Christmas. We had three new inches of snow last night. Papa, you’d love that. Have you talked to Alan and Freddie since you got home? I E-mailed both of them right after you left and haven’t heard a word. Tell them to do better toward their sister. We’re invited to a party at the university tonight in honor of some visiting professor who everyone thinks will win the Nobel Prize in chemistry. I’ve never heard of him, but Philip is real excited. Tell Aunt Sister I’ll wear the blue outfit she gave me for Christmas. Is everything okay at home? How’s the jet lag? Debbie says David Anthony is getting huge. I wish I could see her.

I love you.





E-MAIL

FROM: MAMA

TO: HALEY

SUBJECT: EVERYTHING’S FINE




Thanks again, darling, for the wonderful Christmas. The jet lag is better today. Aunt Sister says I have it worse because I don’t have her physical reserves. She went to an Angel-Sighting Society luncheon yesterday at the club. Two members claimed they had sighted angels recently. I’ve talked to both Alan and Freddie since we got home. They both had good holidays. E-mail them again and fuss at them. Haven’t seen Debbie yet, but I remember her with Fay and May. I never thought she would look normal again, let alone get her figure back, which she did.

Do you believe in angels?

I love you.



When I turned off the computer, I realized I was hungry, really hungry for the first time since we had gotten home. I put three slices of bacon in the microwave, scrambled a couple of eggs, and fixed some cinnamon toast. Comfort food. I sat at the kitchen table with the January sun coming through the bay window and ate every bite except for a small bit of egg that I gave to Muffin. So much for the anorexia that Sister claims I have.

I was having my second cup of coffee when I remembered Luke and reached for the phone. There was still no answer at either number. I dialed Mary Alice.

“Maybe they’ve gone skiing,” she said.

“Skiing? Have you lost your mind? They’re both in their sixties and have lived in Mississippi all their lives.”

“You don’t have to ski to go skiing. You sit in the lodge and drink hot rum and watch the ambulances go by.”

“You can do that in the bar of the Holiday Inn across from University Hospital.”

“Not the same ambiance. Everybody wouldn’t have on the pretty ski outfits.”

“Well, I doubt seriously that Luke and Virginia are sitting in a ski lodge drinking hot rum and watching ambulances.”

“I don’t know why not. At Debbie’s wedding they were both crocked.”

“I’m hanging up,” I said.

“Wait. You know that red velvet bag I gave you to put in your purse when we came through customs? The one I told you to guard?”

“The one with your pearls in it?”

“Yes. That one. I’ll be over in a little while to get it. Guard it.”

“I’ll get Fred’s old BB gun out. How come you didn’t get it yesterday if it’s so precious?”

“I forgot it.”

This time I did hang up. I put on a pair of jeans, a turtleneck, and an old flannel shirt of Fred’s and took Woofer for his walk. As we opened the gate, I could see Mitzi Phizer sitting in her new sunroom reading the paper. She and her husband, Arthur, our longtime neighbors, had gone through some terrible problems back in the fall. It was good to see her there; it was good to see her wave at us.

The air was so crisp you could taste it. Warsaw, in spite of the cold and snow, had had the underlying smell of diesel fumes and coal fires. Fred was right. It was good that home was this particularly beautiful place.


We turned the corner and I could see the statue of Vulcan, the huge iron god of the forge that overlooks all of Birmingham. The sun was glinting off his big bare butt. Oh, yes. I was home.

I was waiting happily for Woofer to check out a telephone pole when a black Lincoln pulled up and stopped. I thought for a second that it was someone wanting directions, but when the window slid open, Pukey Lukey said, “Hey, Patricia Anne.”

The sun was so bright, I couldn’t see him well. I leaned through the window.

“Hey. What are you doing here? Debbie said you wanted to get in touch with us. I’ve been trying to call you.”

Luke, I realized as my eyes adjusted, looked like he hadn’t shaved in a couple of days. He was wearing dark glasses, but they weren’t large enough to hide the puffiness beneath his eyes.

“What’s wrong?” I was alarmed at his appearance. “Has something happened?”

“Oh, God, Patricia Anne. You wouldn’t believe. Get in and let’s go to your house. I was on the way there when I saw you.”

This sounded bad, like something we would need time for. I looked down at Woofer who was now investigating the Lincoln’s tires.

“You go on. I’ve got the dog. I’ll be there in a minute.”

“The dog’s fine. You can put him in the backseat.”

I looked at the maroon leather upholstery. Then I looked at Woofer.

“I think I’d better meet you there.”

“All right. But hurry.”

I straightened up, the window slid closed, and the black car pulled away from the curb right in front of a young man in a pickup who managed to slam on his brakes and shoot Luke a bird at the same time. Luke seemed unaware of the near collision and continued on down the street. The young man frowned at me.

“Sorry,” I mouthed, as if I were to blame. I do this a lot, apologize for things that aren’t my fault. I think it’s because I’ve been Mary Alice’s sister for sixty-one years.

We walked home faster than Woofer liked. He wanted to savor the trees and bushes more.

“We’ll come back this afternoon,” I assured him.

Luke’s car was in our driveway and Luke was sitting on the back steps waiting. I took Woofer’s leash off and he ambled over to investigate the strange man. Luke patted Woofer’s head and began to cry. And for a second, I swear, this big man sitting on my back steps became the little boy crying because he had just thrown up all over everybody.

“Luke,” I said, sitting down beside him and putting my arm around his shoulders. “What on earth’s wrong?”

“Virginia.” He reached in his pocket and pulled out a wad of wet tissue which he mopped his face with.

“What’s wrong with her? Is she sick?”

He shook his head no. “She’s left me.”

“Virginia’s left you?” I couldn’t believe that was what he’d said.

“Gone. Skedaddled. Vamoosed.” He tried to smile.

“But why? What’s happened?” Virginia and Luke had been married for more than forty years. Fred and I had just started dating when I went to their wedding.

“Another man. She just up and ran off with another man, Patricia Anne.” Luke buried his face in the wet tissue; his shoulders shook.


“Oh, surely not, Luke. Virginia wouldn’t do that.”

“Gone,” he muttered into the tissue.

Woofer lay down across our feet. I pushed him off gently and took Luke’s arm.

“Let’s go in the house and get warm and get some coffee.”

“I need to use the bathroom.”

“Okay.”

I was unlocking the door when Sister came through the gate.

“Hey, y’all,” she said. “What’s happening?”

I gave Luke a slight push as the door opened. “Go on to the bathroom.” Then I waited for Sister.

“Was that Puke? Where did he go?”

“To the bathroom.”

“To throw up?”

“I hope not. Come on in.”

“Is something wrong?” She followed me into the kitchen.

“He says Virginia’s left him.”

“You’re kidding. Why?”

“He says for another man. But I don’t know any of the details. He just got here.” I reached into the cabinet and got the coffee. “And he looks like hell, bless his heart.”

“For another man? That’s interesting.” Sister sat down at the kitchen table.

“Interesting?” I measured the coffee into the Mr. Coffee.

“Sure. I wonder where she found him. Available men are as scarce as hen’s teeth in Columbus.”

I plugged in the coffeemaker and came to sit by her at the kitchen table. She was wearing a bright red sweatshirt printed with green frogs that leaped as she breathed. The effect was dizzying. Luke, I decided, given his predisposition to motion sickness, might be in trouble when confronted with this.

“Listen,” I said. “He’s very upset. And don’t you dare call him Puke.”

“You think I would be that rude?” The frogs jumped slightly.

“Just a reminder. You might forget.”

“Well, I won’t.” She drummed red acrylic nails on my white table. “Reckon what he wants with us? I still bet it’s politics and he wants money for Richard.”

“I think he just wants somebody to talk to, and we’re his only close relatives.”

I was wrong, of course.

Luke looked slightly better when he came from the bathroom. He had combed his hair and probably splashed cold water on his face. It was less puffy. He still looked bad enough to shock Sister, though, who said, “Puke, you look like hell!”

He nodded sadly and sank down into the chair opposite me. “I know. I don’t remember when I’ve slept.” He took his first look at Sister and shut his eyes. “Mary Alice, are those frogs jumping?”

“I’ll pull it off.”

“Thank you.”

She stood up, pulled the sweatshirt off, and folded it over the back of the chair.

“It’s just a white shirt now.”

“Thank you,” Luke repeated and opened his eyes.

His appearance was startling. Even though he had several days’ worth of beard, I could see his cheeks were sunken. Apparently he hadn’t been eating either. I got up, turned on the oven, and got a package of Sister Schubert’s orange rolls from the refrigerator.

“Patricia Anne says Virginia’s run off with another man,” Sister said. No beating around the bush here.

Luke nodded. “She has. A man named Holden Crawford. A preacher who was painting our house.”

“Holden Crawford? You’re kidding. Sounds like Catcher in the Rye.”

They both looked at me blankly. Neither of them would ever get on Jeopardy!

“Wait a minute,” I said. “I want to hear this.”

The coffee was made. I poured each of us a cup, put the rolls in the oven, and sat back down.

Luke put two teaspoons of sugar in his coffee and stirred it before he continued.

“It didn’t take him but three days to paint the whole house, including the soffits. But when he left, Virginia went with him.”

“What did he look like?” Sister wanted to know.

“I didn’t pay much attention. Big. Dark hair.” Luke sipped his coffee. “Every time I saw him, he was up on a ladder painting the soffits.”

“And you’re sure Virginia left with him?” I asked.

“She left me a note.” Luke fished a piece of stationery from his shirt pocket and handed it to me. Across the top were flowers with babies peeking out of them. Written on it was: Enough. I’ve gone with Holden.

I handed the note to Sister.

“Cute stationery,” she said.

Luke nodded. “I gave it to Virginia for her birthday. It looks like her. Beautiful and delicate.”

I glanced at Luke’s glasses. Nothing unusual about them. Not especially thick.


“She must have lost weight,” Sister said. “Has she had cosmetic surgery recently?”

I aimed a kick at her ankles, but she had outsmarted me and was holding her legs up.

Luke was too upset to take offense. “She doesn’t need it. When we went to the inaugural ball last year, nobody could believe she was Richard’s mother.” He sighed. “I just don’t know what in the world got into her. Maybe religion. I know the man’s a preacher.”

I hopped up. “I’ll get the sweet rolls.”

“What kind of preacher is he?” Sister asked. “How come he’s painting houses?”

“Doesn’t make a living preaching, I guess. The man in Columbus who recommended him to do the painting says he’s got a small church up near Gadsden. I can’t even remember the name of it. Jesus Is Our Life and Heaven Hereafter or something like that. I’ll bet it’s a cult.” Luke rubbed his hand across his eyes. “Oh, Lord. My sweet Virginia and poisoned Kool-Aid. And her a Lutheran.” Luke sat up suddenly. “You don’t suppose he kidnapped her, do you?”

Sister leaned forward. “How old is he?”

“Fiftyish.”

“I doubt it seriously.”

I was looking through the oven window, watching the icing melt on the sweet rolls. Poor Luke. I could understand his not wanting to admit that Virginia had just taken off with this Holden Crawford because she was smitten with him. Holden Crawford. The English teacher inside me was smiling.

“Have you tried to get in touch with her?” I asked him.

“I went up to Gadsden. Nobody had heard of the church. There’s no Holden Crawford listed in the phone book.”

“There are a lot of Lutherans up there,” Sister said. “Their families all came over from Germany. A lot of Catholics, too.”

I tried to figure out if there was any point to this remark, decided there wasn’t, and took the sweet rolls out of the oven.

“What I was hoping,” Luke said as I handed each of them a plate and a napkin, “was if you two would help me.”

“Help you how?” Sister reached for a sweet roll. “Ow. Hot.” She stuck her finger in her mouth.

“Help me find Virginia.”

“How could we do that?” I poured each of us more coffee.

“Well, we know the man’s name and that he’s a painter and a preacher. And we know his church is somewhere around Gadsden. Just because nobody that I asked in town knew him doesn’t mean anything. We could check with the sheriff’s office, branch out.” He looked from me to Mary Alice who was already chewing orange roll and didn’t look up.

I sat back down and reached for an orange roll. “Have you called Richard?”

Luke shook his head. “Didn’t want to worry him.”

“But look.” Mary Alice held up her hand for silence. We waited for her to swallow. “That’s what children are for. I think, Luke, that you ought to call Richard and tell him that his mama’s run off with a preacher who’s a painter on the side and may have joined a cult. Tell him it’s the Jesus’ Open Hand church or whatever you said. Maybe the federal government has a file on them.”


Luke blanched beneath the several days’ growth of beard. “You think the federal government might have a file on this group?”

“Oh, sure. Every time you see one of those groups out waiting for the end of the world on a mountaintop, there’s an FBI man right in the middle of them.”

“Wait a minute,” I said. This was fast getting out of control. “This Holden Crawford is a minister of a small church. Right?”

Luke and Sister agreed.

“The fact that it’s a small church certainly doesn’t mean it’s a cult.”

They nodded.

I continued. “He’s attractive, in his fifties—”

“And he’s up on a ladder painting the soffits,” Sister interrupted. “What are soffits, anyway?”

“Those things under the eaves,” Luke explained. He turned to me. “What are you getting at, Patricia Anne?”

“As I was saying—” I hesitated, expecting Sister to finish my sentence, but she didn’t. “He’s attractive, younger than Virginia. Maybe she was feeling a little lonesome.”

“And there he was right outside her window reaching up to paint the soffits,” Sister added.

Luke sighed. “I know, y’all. But she’s my wife. I’ve got to know that she’s all right.”

“Well, eat an orange roll and let’s think about this for a few minutes.” I pushed the basket toward him.

Luke is a nice-looking man. The older he gets, the more I see a resemblance to my father, his uncle. Papa had a square jaw that neither Sister nor I inherited, but that Luke picked up from the Tate gene pool. Luke and Papa also had the same dark auburn hair, which had turned white by the time they were fifty. Luke’s beard, I noticed as he leaned forward to take a roll, still had a lot of red in it. He had pulled off his jacket and was wearing a blue plaid flannel shirt that made his eyes, bloodshot as they were, look the same blue as Papa’s. And the same blue as both of my boys. Damn.

Virginia has never been one of my favorite people. She’s a “sizer-upper,” one of those women who walks through your house and doesn’t miss a thing. The kind who knows more about your medicine cabinet than you do.

But here was her husband, my papa’s look-alike, sitting at my kitchen table asking me to help him. Saying he needed to know if she was all right.

Well, damn. What choice did I have?

“Tell us what we can do,” I offered.

“Like I said, help me find her. She’s been gone ten days.”

“No problem,” Sister said.
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