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CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN


Rebecca felt frustrated.  UNO had just spoken to Molly.  What were they saying?  Molly had smiled warmly while she talked to him—looking in her direction.  Oh, what were they saying?  She could hardly stand the suspense.   UNO took his order and went to a table alone.  He sat there eating his chicken, seeming oblivious to those around him.  But every once in a while, he would peer up and glance around the whole room.  


“Here are your fries, Becca.”  Molly set them down in front of her sister-in-law a little too briskly.  A few fell out of the box.


“Watch it, Molly,” Rebecca stated crossly as she looked back to UNO’s table.


Molly glanced in the direction Rebecca had been gazing.  She quizzically looked at her friend.  “Becca?  Are you okay?”


“Of course, Molly.  Why wouldn’t I be?”  Rebecca started nibbling on the fries.  “I noticed that you were the social butterfly in the line.”


“Oh, you mean the nice man over at that table?  Yeah, he noticed our cute kiddies.”  With that Molly tousled David and Katelyn’s hair.  They both grinned up at her.


“He did?”  Rebecca tried to inconspicuously look over at UNO.
                                                                                                                                                            
“Yes.  Becca, do you know him or something?”

“Why would I know him?  He’s a total stranger.”  Molly had a hard time believing Rebecca.  She had seemed too quick to deny it and her voice had sounded shriller with every passing moment.


“Does he look familiar to you?”


“No.  What are you talking about, Molly?  Honestly.  Can’t I ever just casually mention that you seem back to your friendly self without you overacting?  I sometimes just don’t understand you, Molly.  You act paranoid at times.”


Molly tried to blink back sudden tears that rushed to the surface.  What was Rebecca saying?  Everything seemed so confusing.  Maybe she did have some emotional problems like Jimmy’s family kept implying.  Rebecca just seemed to be acting differently.  Maybe Molly was reading into things that weren’t really there.  That would be annoying to those around her, she was sure.  Jimmy always made her feel normal.  Oh, how she missed Jimmy!

Meagan Brown took a shower and dressed in a jeans dress.  She combed out the snarls in her hair as she skimmed the newspaper. She could start afresh.  After this weekend she would find another job.  Maybe she would try to work things out with Tony.  But, if he wanted children, she was no help to him there.  Tears started brimming on her eyelids.  She brushed at them angrily.         

If there was any slight desire in Tony to have children, then she had to leave him.  She couldn’t bear to have him blame her in twenty years when they were old and childless.  No, if he wanted a family, then he’d have to find someone else to accomplish that goal.  She should have known that he would eventually change his mind about reproducing.

 She would go on with her simple childless life.  After all, how would she ever acquire a mother’s instinct?  She knew that one had to be born with something like that.  And she knew that she hadn’t been.  If she were to have a child in danger, how would she know that she’d protect the little one at all costs, that in the moment of panic, she would stay and not run?  That she would put her life on the line for that helpless child?  That was the least an offspring deserved from a parent.  And it was definitely something she couldn’t offer.  Oh, Tony.  Try to understand that.

Tony hummed as he moved the wheelbarrows to the back of the store.  His employees teased him for his seeming joy of late; not only of his upcoming date with his wife, Meagan, but his new best friend, Jesus Christ.  They had noticed a dramatic change in the owner of the store they worked at over the last week.  

 Tony even had shared his newfound belief in His Savior with them, choppily as it was.  But the genuine way Tony spoke prompted some of his workers to confess their falling away from the faith.  They made a new commitment to their boss that they would return from their backslidden ways.  Tony, in only Tony’s way, told them to make that commitment to God and that he personally would keep them straight with his Heavenly Papa’s help.  They laughed and replied that they, too, would make sure Tony remained accountable to them.  That was fine with Tony.  He grinned and exclaimed that they had just made a deal.

Katie Carnes put down the phone with a trembling hand.  How could this be . . .  after all of these years?  Bryan.  Bryan Cobbler.  He had just warned her in contrition that their secret was out. She knew that Victoria was his daughter.  But she hadn’t even talked about that possibility with her husband.  After 46 years, not even Kevin and she had ever discussed Victoria’s questionable heritage!  Now what was she to do? 

Katie thought back to that time in her life that seemed so long ago.  When she relayed to her new groom of one month that she was expecting a “honeymoon” baby, he had stopped momentarily before replying, “That’s wonderful.”  She had looked deeply into his eyes.  She saw the confusion and the doubting of possible deception on her part.  But they had never discussed it.  

When Victoria had been born seven months later—a month early according to her “due date” she simply told everyone that baby Victoria was a little premature.  After all, didn’t pre-maturity run in her family?  Even she had been born six weeks early.  

Kevin had willingly accepted the baby as his own.  He ignored other’s comments about her olive complexion, after all, wasn’t there Indian blood somewhere up his ancestral line?  He only laughed and proudly held up his little girl and said she was a spitting image of her beautiful mother, Katie.  She was, too; all except for the olive complexion. Bryan’s complexion.  

Rebecca walked down the mall hallway in silence, holding Katelyn’s hand.  “Mummy.  You’re walkin’ too fast!”

Rebecca glared down, but slowed her step.  She felt cross.  What was she going to do now?  She could tell that Molly was suspecting her of foul play.  Somehow Molly was able to discern her secret with UNO.  Had UNO possibly been careless, saying something to Molly as they stood in the line together?  Now her sister-in-law would tell everyone in the family that Rebecca was up to something—putting in their minds her alleged affair.  

She would just have to defuse that observation of Molly’s with her own twist to what had happened today at the mall.  She’d slip a comment or two in about their trip to the stores together—how Molly seemed to be her consuming mistrustful self; confusing fact from fiction.  Rebecca would make a joke of how Molly thought Rebecca knew a complete stranger—making Molly appear addled in the process.

“Becca?  Are we all right?”  Molly asked quietly.

“Molly, it’s just that you haven’t been yourself lately.  I didn’t know him.”

Molly’s lower lip quivered.  “You mean the man in line that I spoke to?”

“Who else, Molly?  You gave me the third degree over that stranger.”

“I didn’t mean to, Becca.  It’s just that you seemed uneasy, that’s all.”

“You read into it.”

Molly felt more confused than ever.  Why was Rebecca still talking about that silly stranger?  It wasn’t that big of a deal . . . was it?  She wondered if she should proceed with her next observation.

“Molly, why are you looking at me like that?”

“Becca, don’t look now, but it appears that man has been actually following us in and out of the different stores for the last half hour or so.”

“What?”  Rebecca gasped as she whirled around.  She spotted UNO several yards behind her nonchalantly looking at a poster on a stand in the center of the mall hallway.  “Why didn’t you say something?”

“If you didn’t know him, why should I?  Besides, you’d probably make fun of me for telling you we were being followed.”

Molly had a point there. . .

 “It must be a coincidence.”  Molly hesitated.  “It is a coincidence, right, Becca?”  Rebecca picked up her pace, not answering.  “Becca?”

“Never mind.  Just never mind.”

Kevin rocked around in his office swivel chair.  He stared at the phone.  Katie had sounded more anxious than he had ever heard.  When she had told him to come home quickly he asked her if there had been a death.  She had replied darkly, “Worse.”

What could possibly be worse than death?  Well, he would have to try and look at that question from his wife’s point of view, now wouldn’t he?  Let’s see.  What would be worse than death to Katie Carnes?  A cancelled hair appointment?  A neighbor’s dog wandering into her flower garden?  Someone in the crew of The Show quitting? 

 He started to giggle uncontrollably as the various scenarios played out in his mind.  He could go on forever.  A stain on her white sofa?  Alvin coming over for the afternoon?  Now, that wasn’t a nice thing to think.  

But honestly.  She had sounded very distraught, that was for certain.  Maybe he should pick up his coat and hat and head home immediately.  Yes, he pondered, that was what he would do.  Something told him that this might be more serious than he was imagining.  After all, when did Katie ever call during her favorite soap opera?

“Alvin?  I simply was asking a rhetorical question.  I didn’t expect you to quote a paragraph from a weather encyclopedia.”  Victoria looked at her son in wonderment.  He never ceased to amaze her; usually in the negative.

“Well, you asked how the weatherman could have been that mixed up when he said earlier in the week that we would have a warmer sunnier day today.”

“Yeah, that’s what I wanted to know all right.  But you went beyond an answer, Alvin.  Repeat what you just said.  I’ve got to hear it again.”

“I merely stated that the front that caused all of the tornadoes in southern Ohio has sagged a lot farther south than the weathermen had predicted---due to the intensification of the polar vortex over Canada, of course.  It appears that a developing low pressure system over the Gulf of Mexico is throwing a lot of moisture into this colder air mass.  And wha-la!  We have overspreading rain.  And lots of it.  It’s very simple, really.  If this system doesn’t move out of the Gulf quickly, we’re in trouble.”

“What do you mean?”

“Unfortunately the isobar map shows a strengthening Eastern ridge which is blocking the movement of this low pressure system.  The North Atlantic Oscillation is way negative, which spells doom.”

“Doom?”

“Doom.”

“What do you mean by ‘doom’, Alvin?”  Victoria started feeling annoyed.  Was Alvin pulling her leg, or had he gone fanatical in regards to weather?

“Well, not to get you too upset Mother, but I think a lot of folks will be calling their insurance companies in the next couple of days.”

“Oh, Alvin!  You had me going there for a minute.  You’re so juvenile.”  Victoria walked out of the kitchen feeling more than unsettled.  First she had started believing Molly’s lies yesterday, and now Alvin.  Alvin?  What was wrong with her?  Maybe she was drinking too much coffee.  Perhaps she should switch to decaf.

Amy sat on the porch steps beside her Grandpa Cobbler.  Unrestrained tears ran down her cheeks.  She couldn’t even stop the hiccups that were a result of her sobbing.  The same thing happened to Aunt Molly when she cried too hard.  She hated it when that happened.  The television crew had left.  Alexis had gone back into her apartment to inform all of her friends that she would be on the TV that night.

Grandpa Cobbler just rested his arm around Amy’s shoulders, and squeezed her every few minutes.  “I’m sorry, Grandpa.  I should have known that you weren’t a psychopath.”

“No, Honey.  This is totally my fault.  I shouldn’t have had those pictures out in the open like that.  What else were you to think?”  

“You know that this is going to destroy Gramps and Gram Carnes.  Gramps is a pastor, you know.”

“I know.”

“I hope they don’t divorce.”

“Oh, no, Honey.  They’ll work it out.  It’s not as bad as it seems.  There will be bright tomorrows for them.  I’m sure of it.”

“No offense, but you don’t know Gramps and Gram Carnes.”

Kevin Carnes walked into the still house.  At least his key still worked the door lock.  He smiled to himself.  “Katiecakes?  Where are you?”  All was quiet.  He ambled to the living room.  When in a crisis, that was her favorite room to stow away in with a bowl of her favorite ice cream.

“I’m in here,” Katie stated stoically.

“What is it, Katie?”  Kevin came over to the white sofa in the darkened room.  The curtains had been drawn, and he squinted his eyes.  As far as he could tell:  No stain.  He sat down next to his wife.

“You may not want to sit next to me when you hear what I’m about to tell you.”

Kevin looked at his wife with contemplation.  This was undeniably serious.  He searched his mind for something as big as Katie seemed to be implying.
“Dear, I’ll always want to sit next to you.”

“Not after this.”  Katie held her head low.  “Not after this, Kevin.”

After a couple of minutes of silence, Kevin ventured, “Victoria?”

Katie yanked up her neck and looked intently at her husband.  

“Oh, Katie.  Don’t you think I’ve known since the day you informed me that you were with child . . . that she wasn’t mine?”  Kevin choked back a sob.  The emotions were intense.  “She is mine, though, in spirit.  You know that.”

“Oh, Kevin.  I’m so sorry.”

“Love is never having to say you’re sorry, Katie.”  Kevin said erroneously after a line in one of their favorite movies.  After his wife briefly explained their plight, he insisted, “Now, no more talk of this right now.  We’ll get through whatever life throws our way.”  He put his arm around his wife.  
Yes, this was going to go over big—or the media may try to make it larger than it truly was—but if he acted as if he and Katie were fine with it all, it would pass over quickly.  Like a bad cold.  Like a black cloud.

Katie sat stewing for a few moments next to her husband.  She firmly placed her wrinkled hands on her knees and pulled herself up.  Yes!  They would get through whatever lay before them, together.  They had to.  The Show must go on!

