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    Chapter 1


    


     Crazy Leon Ledbedder was sitting silently in the commons room along with several other patients who were watching the small blaring television that was securely hung on the dull beige wall at the Meacham Memorial Sanitarium. He wasn’t really as nutty as most of the other patients, but certain circumstances in his life caused him to experience moments of anxiety whenever he remembered them. As he watched while biting his already too short fingernails, Leon was able to tune out all other noises that filtered around him, such as Lucinda Tucker’s constant advances towards Peter Edwards on the couch not far away. Peter didn’t want any part of Lucinda, but unfortunately she was unable to understand any of his protestations, so she constantly kept aggravating him. Leon kept staring intently at the screen watching as contestants were bidding on prizes to be given away to whoever was fortunate enough to guess the closest price without going over. Suddenly, he was transformed by an advertisement of some small man with the second largest smile he had ever seen. As the sexual enhancement commercial continued and “Smiling Bob” kept smiling, Leon screamed, fell on the floor prostrate and started pounding his body. He revisited the time of his life, some of his earliest remembrances when all of this first started, the first time he had ever seen anyone smile that way. After the nurses injected the “settle down” shot into his body, he was led back to his room where he soon passed out. He relived the nightmare that was his life almost forty years ago.


    


    * * * * * *


    


     Little Leon Ledbedder was born in the middle 1950’s to a woman who had to be the most gorgeous woman in all of Buford County, Arkansas. Marilyn Ledbedder had never been married, so Leon never knew his father. Marilyn could have been a pinup girl or a movie star, but stuck in rural Arkansas with a seven year old son didn’t warrant her the opportunity to seek the fame and fortune of Hollywood. Lana Turner or Jane Russell didn’t have anything on Marilyn Ledbedder.


     One intensely hot July day Leon woke up on their sweaty bed in the small shack that he and Marilyn called home. Leon was hot, hungry and quite ill due to not having any supper the night before, because his mother wouldn’t allow him to knock on her bedroom door when she had company. Leon usually slept with his mother except on the many nights when Mama had some fellow come visit. Then he would sleep on the musty couch in the tiny living room.


     After calling for his Mama several times Little Leon started getting worried, so he searched throughout the shack for her. Not finding her only intensified his anxiety. Suddenly, he remembered that after he had laid down for his nap, his mother had told him she was going to the church to practice with Mrs. Jenkins the songs that they were singing that next Sunday morning. Mrs. Alva Jenkins was the piano player, the preacher’s wife, and Little Leon’s Sunday school teacher. She was a huge fluffy woman whom Leon loved because she was so soft and cushy and would hold Leon while he slept during Mr. Jenkin’s long sermons. Mama was the song director of the little Johnson Holler Baptist Church, not because she could sing (she was always slightly off-key, but nobody would tell her that), but attendance rose dramatically when she took the job. Men came from all over to watch Mama swing her arms and torso when she would lead the music. Women, although they didn’t like his mamma at all due to her appearance, tolerated her since their husbands finally went to church with them just to see Marilyn Ledbedder lead the singing. It was the grandest sight and worth getting up early on Sunday mornings for any red-blooded Arkansan man.


     Leon fastened his too small overalls and made his way to the door. He hollered for his dog, Spanky, a dog that had seen its better days and who was usually like Leon, hot and hungry. Spanky was Leon’s only playmate, as they lived in the country with the nearest neighbor being over a half mile away. Leon surveyed the lonely dusty dirt road that came by his house and decided to walk to the church even though it was two miles from where he lived. He knew that his mother was going to be very upset that her seven year old son had walked all that way by himself. But hunger and missing his mother prevailed, so Leon started out on his journey.


     Leon and Spanky walked quickly for the first fifteen minutes, but slowed to a little boy pace after that. He stopped by the creek and waded the cool water trying to catch a tadpole or two before finally giving up and heading back toward the church. Soon the freshly painted white framed church came into view, and they started moving faster again. The church had a small sanctuary in front with three Sunday school rooms and a nursery behind it. Leon saw Mama’s old rusty car parked behind the church under the ancient oak trees. He went to the back door of the church but couldn’t turn the knob because it was locked. Leon started to panic because he walked all that way and it didn’t seem as if Mama was inside. He sat on the steps hoping his Mama would come out of the church and take him into her arms. He was feeling tired and weak from the hunger and the long walk.


     A screen door slamming in the distance startled him, and he remembered that Mrs. Jenkins and the Reverend Jenkins lived in the small wood house on the other side of the road that was provided by the church. He made his way to their house and knocked on the door until the rather obese Mrs. Jenkins opened the squeaky door and looked upon him with amazement.


     “Leon, what are you doing here? Where is your Mama?”


     “I don’t know, she left me at home and I haven’t had anything to eat. I’m scared and can’t find her.”


     Mrs. Jenkins gathered him up to her ample bosom for a comforting hug and shuffled him inside. He was given a large glass of fresh milk and three still hot oatmeal cookies. After quickly partaking of the food he was given, Leon started crying and stammering about where his Mama could be. He told Mrs. Jenkins that her car was across the road at the church, but the door was locked and he couldn’t get in. She grabbed her ring of church keys, took Leon by the hand, and they trudged toward the back door of the Johnson Holler Baptist Church.


     After unlocking the back door, they entered the church and immediately heard some giggling and laughing coming from the sanctuary. As they rounded the corner where the piano that Mrs. Jenkins played every Sunday morning for the last twenty-three years stood, they heard giggling again and looked toward the sound. The first thing they saw was the large doughy white buttocks of the Reverend Homer Jenkins as he dove head first into the baptistery. Shocked, Leon and Mrs. Jenkins watched as Marilyn Ledbetter emerged from the water without a stitch of clothing on her near perfect body. Then up popped the naked grossly overweight personage of the Reverend Homer Jenkins with the largest smile Leon had ever seen. That smile scared poor Leon. He had never seen the preacher without a sour scowl on his face because every Sunday of Leon’s life he tried to sleep through the hollering and spitting of an angry man who did his best to shame all the sinners of the congregation against the horrors of drinkin’, gamblin’ and fornicatin’. Now he was laughing and rubbing up against the body of Leon’s wet naked mother as Leon and the preacher’s wife watched with their collective mouths and eyes wide open.


     Leon felt Alva Jenkins’s hand let go of his and he cowered as the loudest cursing and screaming he had ever heard escaped from her lips.


     “Homer Jenkins, you son of a bitch, get your ass out of there.”


     The Reverend Jenkins’s smile disappeared and his face instantly turned a bright crimson color, much like it did every Sunday morning after he hollered and screamed at his captive audience.


     “Alva, it’s not what you think,” he pleaded in a frightened squeaky voice that he hadn’t used in years.


     Mrs. Jenkins ran down the hall and out the back of the church faster than a woman her size normally could do. Homer moved as quickly as he could through the water and started to exit the baptistery down the stairs onto the wooden floors of the church. As soon as his still wet feet hit the floor, the Reverend Homer Jenkins slipped, landing on his grotesque flabby backside, eliciting a howl that could be heard by a nearly deaf man. He laid there writhing and naked turning even more red and began cursing the trembling Mama of Leon, calling her a whore, Leon a bastard, and damning all of them to hell.


     Marilyn was weeping and Little Leon was crying while the Reverend was trying without a great deal of success to get his large frame off the still damp and slick floor. Finally he gathered himself to an upright position and walking with a snail-like antalgic gait he made his way out the back door and towards the Jenkins home. Marilyn slowly dressed herself, lifted Leon next to her wet body, and carried him outside to the car while kissing his face and telling him how sorry she was for all that happened. As they drove onto the dirt road they saw the nude white fleshy Homer Jenkins beating on the front door of his house pleading with his wife for forgiveness and mercy. There was almost a glimmer of a smile on Leon’s mother’s face as she mashed the horn and extended her hand out the window in a one finger salute to the man who would need more forgiveness then he had ever extended to any member of his congregation. Homer Jenkins just thought he knew what hell was. He would soon find out better.


    


    


    


    


    


    


    


    


    


    


    Chapter 2


    


     Little Leon woke up with a start in Mama’s bed just before noon the next morning. He had slept fitfully that night having relived the stressful events of the previous day, the smile on the preacher’s face, the horrid language that he spewed to Leon and his mother, and the fear he felt from his mother’s crying. After finally falling asleep, he slept way past his normal getting up time due to being so tired from the long walk. Looking out the bedroom window he saw his mama hanging out wet clothes on the line in the back yard. Spanky was lying under the shade tree trying to watch her while staying out of the hot Arkansas sun. Leon slipped on his overalls and wandered out the back door to let his mama know that he was finally awake. Mama turned toward Leon when she heard him and to Leon’s eyes it looked like she had spent the night crying and was still very upset. Her swollen face and red eyes told Leon that his mama was terribly unhappy.


     “Mama, what are a bastard and a whore?”


     Marilyn’s face grew sadder as she knelt to Leon’s level and softly replied, “That is just ugly talk from people who want to hurt other people. Don’t let what the preacher said bother you Leon. He was just very angry and took it all out on us.” She gave Leon a long hug and after giving him a fake everything-is-all right smile, she led him by the hand back into the house where his morning biscuits were waiting for him. Mama gave him a generous spoonful of grape jelly and told Leon to clean up the mess after he ate his breakfast, because she was going into the bedroom to lie down.


     After Leon finished the first biscuit, he heard the sound of many car doors in the front of the house. Hurried knocking on the front door followed. This was unusual because most of their company came in the cover of the darkness of night. Leon answered the door and was startled to see the forlorn faces of several men, most of whom he recognized from church and from having been regular visitors to the Ledbedder home. He ran into the bedroom and woke his mama from what was the first sleep she had had since the incident. She put on her robe and followed Leon to the front porch where all the men were standing around with hands in pockets and staring silently at the ground while waiting for her appearance.


     “Gentlemen, what can I do for you this morning?”


     A large man with huge calloused hands holding a straw hat replied, “Can we possibly come into the house and talk to you privately, Miss Ledbedder?” Leon realized that this man was what Mama called a deacon of the church, and that he usually helped pass the offering basket around every Sunday morning.


     “Sure Mr. Thompson. Ya’ll come on in, and I’ll send Leon out into the yard until we are finished.”


     By the time all the men and Marilyn went inside, the tiny living room was almost overflowing with the smells of sweaty men. They were mostly farmers who should have been busy toiling in the hot summer sun instead of visiting Marilyn Ledbedder in the middle of the day. Leon went into the back yard and sneaked his way under the tiny house where he could hear everything through the holes in the old partially rotted floor. The air in the room was solemn, not unlike when someone had died an unexpected death and the mourners were gathered to grieve with the loved ones left behind. Mr. Thompson, who must have been nominated to be the speaker for the assembled group, looked Marilyn in the eye and appeared very nervous and upset at what he was about to tell her.


     “Miss Ledbedder,” he started, “in order to save ourselves from public humiliation and from the anger of our wives, we kindly ask you to pack your bags and leave this area. What has been done can’t be undone and since there are so many of us whose lives would be destroyed from the truth of the matter, in great sorrow we beg you to take your child and go.”


     Marilyn had expected that Leon and her leaving Buford County, Arkansas and the Johnson Holler Baptist Church was the reason so many had shown up at her home. She sensed the nervousness of the men as she held their futures in her hands with the knowledge she possessed about their indiscretions. However, she felt that she shouldn’t be the only one baring the blame, the loss of reputation, and the loss of her only source of income. Not feeling sorry for them because they were grown men and they knew what they were doing was wrong; she decided to lay down her trump card.


     “I have no money to leave here and nowhere to go besides that. This is my home, the only place my son has ever lived and we can’t just up and move. Where would we go?”


     Mr. Thompson reached into the front pocket of his faded overalls, pulled out a brown stuffed envelope, and handed it to Marilyn. “We thought you might need this. It’s three thousand dollars, which should be more than enough for you to leave here and start over again.”


     Every eye in the room looked at Marilyn Ledbedder in hopes that she would bless them all by taking the money and do as they requested. She thought for a minute and replied, “I can’t go. My car is worn out and it couldn’t possibly travel very far. It is so old and rusty, the tires are all worn out, and I’m afraid to even drive it to church and back. What happens if we break down in the middle of nowhere? Who is gonna help us?” She handed the fat envelope back to the man with the large calloused hands and smiled, “I think we just need to stay here, where we already have a life and a home. I thank you boys for your generous offer, and I hope to see you all in church this Sunday morning.”


     All the men had stunned looks on their haggard faces. They had not expected Marilyn Ledbedder to turn down what they considered a large amount of money in the 1950’s in rural Arkansas. Nobody who had so little could afford not to take them up on their generous offer. They made their way to the cars, loaded up and went back up the dusty road from whence they had come.


     Little Leon came out of his hiding place and rejoined his mother who was lost in thought in the now empty living room.


     “Mama, are we gonna have to move?” he inquired.


     “We’ll see, son. We’ll see.”


     The rest of the day was for chores. Mama finished the laundry and made turnip greens and mountain oysters with cornbread for supper, while Leon swept the floors and did what he loved best in the world, played with old Spanky. Leon hoped he didn’t have to leave this life behind. He loved his small safe home. He loved Mrs. Alva Jenkins and her cushioned body. He loved every rock and stream, cricket and tadpole. This was home. This was where Mama was. This was life at its best.


     Early the next morning Leon heard a high-pitched shriek coming from outside. Mama was not lying beside him, although her spot in the bed was still warm from her having been there for several hours. He raced out of the bedroom and out the front door in search of his mama. Standing next to a nice new black Ford sedan was Marilyn Ledbetter gesturing for Leon to run over, to touch and admire what had been left during the night. The keys were in the ignition and a large envelope was sitting in the seat. Marilyn emptied it and started counting the contents. She wouldn’t finish until she reached five thousand. Smiling she looked over at Leon and exclaimed, “Get your belongings together Leon. We are leaving after all.”


     “Where are we going Mama?”


     “I’m not sure, Leon, wherever the wind blows us.”


    


    


    


    


    


    


    


    


    


    


    Chapter 3


    


     Crazy Leon Ledbedder slowly regained his orientation after the fog in his brain dissipated. He was lying on his small bolted-down cot on the main floor of the Meacham Memorial Sanitarium where he shared a room with another patient by the name of Walter Holmes. Walter was a Vietnam veteran who had trouble reconciling the fact that he was a sniper and had been forced to shoot-to-kill two expectant Vietnamese mothers who were informants against his comrades in arms. Walter was known to scream and shout at all hours of the night and had one time woke Leon up with his hands around his throat threatening to stop the incoming flow of air into Leon’s lungs. Walter had problems that made Leon’s seem quite tame, but they were forced to share quarters due to the overflowing capacity of the facility.


     Leon’s brain wandered back again to when he and Marilyn had been forced to leave their home in Arkansas. He remembered the gathering up of all their belongings which they were barely able to squeeze into the back seat and the trunk of their new car.


     Little Leon took one last tour of the house, the woods and streams that were full of little boy adventures and all the things that kept him and Spanky occupied. His mama was weeping for the loss of her old life and for the unpleasant task that had come upon her. She had to inform her son that it wasn’t possible to take Spanky with them. He was a country dog, would not survive in the city, and she didn’t want him to chew up the upholstery of their new automobile.


     Tears welling up in her eyes, she knew her decision would break his already fragile heart, but she felt that it was the right path to take. She took Leon by the hands and stared with a mother’s love into his bright blue eyes.


     “Leon, we are going to move to a city. I don’t know which one yet, but I’m going to have to find honest work, so we can buy a house and build a new life. Problem is Leon, Spanky can’t come…”


     Leon’s hands and small body began to shake while his eyes grew distant and fearful. “Mama, I can’t leave without Spanky. He is my only friend and besides you, I don’t have anyone else.”


     Marilyn’s heart was breaking for Leon, for the many losses he was suffering through; Mrs. Jenkins, Spanky, his home, his way of life, his security. Tears were streaming down his eyes and deep sorrowful sounds were coming from within his heaving chest. Her little boy’s life was turning upside down, and it was her fault. How could she have let things go this far? Why couldn’t she live a normal life without committing the actions that would bring such terrible consequences? If anyone had felt the abandonment that he was feeling, it would be her.


     Marilyn Ledbedder was a tortured soul, having become pregnant with Leon when she was just out of childhood. She was still in high school in rural Oklahoma, living with her parents and two siblings in the only home she had known since her birth sixteen years beforehand. After she had told her lover that she was expecting, he immediately left town with his wife and two children. He had made her promises about marriage, and told her lies about having a good career and money that he had inherited from his deceased paternal grandparents. She didn’t know about his wife and children and she felt hurt, betrayed, and all alone after finding out that he had flown the coop. Her parents were outraged about her situation and wanted to send her away to have her child. They did not want to live through the mental and emotional anguish and total shame of having a daughter who was an unwed mother. They sent her away to a home for unwed mothers, where she would deliver the child and allow it to be adopted unto a family that wanted and needed a baby. She felt deserted, lost, and hopelessly torn between keeping the child and living her own life or giving it away to a group of strangers who wouldn’t or couldn’t possibly love it as much as she could.


     The remainder of her nine month pregnancy was spent at the home planning her escape. She was as active as she could be, walking for hours a day, increasing her stamina and fortitude with other exercises. She would be in the best shape possible so that after her delivery she would leave with her just-born child and find a place where she would live and nurture the baby. She spent hours in her room with a butter knife unscrewing the ten screws that permanently locked her window. Those screws kept people from leaving or entering, but they were all that kept her from freedom, the freedom of keeping her child.


     Marilyn started experiencing the birth pains around one o’clock in the afternoon on a rainy day in the early spring. Her plan was to keep it to herself as long as she possibly could because she didn’t want the midwife there until the moment of delivery. She woke up the house mother around midnight when her contractions were hard and less than a minute apart. By the time the midwife was contacted and had arrived in the delivery room, the baby’s head was nearly crowning. The timing was perfect, the plan was perfect, and the little baby was perfect.


     Normal procedure was for a nurse to take care of the baby if born at night until the next day when the adoptive parents would be contacted. This left the house mother in a quandary, because the nurse was off duty and lived about an hour away. She asked Marilyn if she could take the baby to her room for the night, breastfeed, and tend to him until the next morning. Marilyn pretended to be uninterested and “reluctantly” agreed only if they would take the baby as soon as possible.


     Marilyn locked her door and bundled up the baby boy, now named Leon, and crawled out the unlocked window. She made her way to a bus stop where she spent her last few dollars on a ticket. She would be able to ride the rest of the night until the bus would arrive in Fayetteville, Arkansas. From there she would live day to day, hour to hour, hopefully finding someone who would help her and keep their silence.


     She was very fortunate to meet up with a Bible toting woman who was at a Baptist convention just blocks from the Fayetteville bus stop. This woman had great compassion for the young mother and knew of a house close to her church where she might receive care. Her name was Alva Jenkins and she was the wife of a long-time minister of a small church about a hundred miles away in a rural area. Marilyn praised God and thanked the woman who would soon become almost a mother to both her and Leon.


     Now, seven years later, she was escaping again, and she was breaking under the pressure of the desperation on Little Leon’s face. “Okay, son, if we give Spanky a bath and you hold him in your lap during the whole trip, we will take him. If he causes any trouble we will let him out at a house where somebody else can take care of him.”


     Leon’s blue eyes instantly grew thankful and the tears that were once sadness turned into tears of joy. He squeezed his mother tighter than he ever had and it was almost to the point of pain. She didn’t mind, because it was unconditional love and she welcomed it.


     They unloaded the washtub and dragged it to the water pump. Spanky didn’t understand what was about to happen, or he would have taken off as fast as his ancient legs would carry him. The lye soap was found, and a generous amount was needed to wash a dog that had never seen a bath. He tried desperately to escape several times, but Marilyn and Leon were able to keep him in the tub with great effort. By the time they were finished, both of them were drenched with soap and water and laughing so hard that they could barely inhale and soon Leon was snorting. This only intensified their laughter and Mama and Leon reached the highest high of their life together.


     They loaded the tub back into the car. With Mama behind the wheel, Leon squeezed next to her with the new and improved Spanky in his lap, and they took off for parts unknown. As they passed the Johnson Holler Baptist Church, Marilyn slowed down. Several men were unloading furniture out of the house where the Reverend and Mrs. Jenkins lived. Alva was sitting on the swing in the yard under a stand of pine trees, slowly swinging back and forth as she had done almost daily for over thirty years. Little Leon waved at the large woman who had cared for him as if he was her own flesh and blood. She didn’t wave back.


     Mama told Leon years later that she had heard that the Jenkinses had moved to Mississippi and started a new church near Tupelo. She also heard that about half of the members of the Johnson Holler Baptist Church quit coming after the ordeal. Almost all of them were men.


    


    


    


    


    


    


    


    


    


    


    


    


    


    


    


    


    


    


    


    


    Chapter 4


    


     The brand new black Ford snaked its way through the crooked back-roads of rural Arkansas heading south. Marilyn was feeling more than a little sad and depressed about the way things had ended with Alva Jenkins, who had been like a mother to her and Leon. She realized that all of their lives had been turned upside-down and although she was partly to blame, the preacher had been the one who coaxed her into their indiscretion. He had hollered and screamed Sunday after Sunday about the price the sinner pays for the sin. Now he was finding out first hand that basically he was correct. The innocent ones, Leon and Alva Jenkins, were the people who suffered without doing anything wrong, and this was bothering Marilyn deeply.


     Leon and Spanky had fallen asleep after the first two hours of traveling. Marilyn kept driving south until the gas needle was approaching the empty mark on the gauge. They had passed the Louisiana state line where the roads had gotten a little smoother and wider, when she finally stopped at a small station and diner to fill up and ask directions. Leon stirred when his body sensed that the car had stopped moving. The hot humid weather and Spanky lying on his lap was starting to make him feel miserable. Mama approached the car after receiving her directions and motioned for Leon to exit the car and come into the store.


     “Mama, what about Spanky?”


     “The woman inside said to tie him up under the tree where it is cooler,” Marilyn replied. “She said that she would give him some water and table scraps.”


     Leon took Spanky and tied him around the bottom limb of the tree. “Stay here, Spanky. Food is coming.” Spanky just looked at Leon with large trusting eyes and laid down on the ground in the shade. Leon followed his mother into the store where the smell of fried chicken and turnip greens was permeating the air. Mama led Leon to a small table covered with a bright red and white plastic tablecloth and a small vase with freshly cut yellow flowers. The diner was deserted except for the tall middle aged women who was busy frying chicken and the stocky older man who was pumping their gas and running the cash register.


     “You folks from Arkansas?” the man asked.


     “Morgan Turner, you shouldn’t be so stinkin’ nosey,” the cook replied.


     “Louise, I’m just making conversation and their car tag says Arkansas, so what difference does it make. You just make that chicken and put a plug in your mouth cause you sound like you’re calling the hogs.”


     “Well you’re here ain’t you, you big smelly pig? Now you take this old meat out to that dog and give it some water, or I’ll make pork chops out of you.”


     The man exited the front door of the store muttering under his breath about why God shouldn’t have given women a tongue.


     Louise smiled at Marilyn who was staring at her with her eyes and mouth wide open. “Don’t mind Morgan. We’ve been married for thirty-seven years, and if we aren’t getting under each other’s hide then we are mad at each other. He’s harmless even though he looks like he just got out of the business end of the outhouse.”


     Marilyn started giggling and before long tears was streaming down her face. It felt good to laugh after what she had been through the last three days so she let it all out. Leon was busy trying to figure out what was so funny. He wasn’t very successful.


     Morgan returned from feeding Spanky, took one look at Marilyn and wondered why she was crying. “What’s wrong lady?” he asked. “Did you try some of Louise’s chicken?”


     Louise glanced at Morgan and retorted, “If you can do any better, come back here and cook this food yourself!”


     “I’ve tasted three day old road kill better than your cooking.”


     “If you aren’t careful Morgan, your bacon tomorrow might come from the hide of your backside.”


     Morgan held back what he was about to say. His wife wasn’t easy to make angry, but if you talked badly about her cooking you might as well get ready for some nasty language. He would have kept up the insults if the two strangers had not been there. Little boys and young women shouldn’t hear Louise when her temperature reached the boiling over point.


     Louise finished the chicken and brought Marilyn and Leon plates filled with drumsticks, turnip greens, cornbread, and milk. Leon was in hog heaven. He hadn’t tasted anything that delicious since the time he had to stay with Alva Jenkins while Marilyn was home alone for four days with the flu. He ate the first piece before his mother had unrolled her fork out of the paper napkin.


     “Leon, slow down. You want to choke to death?”


     “I’m sorry Mama,” he said between bites. “This is better than when we had the covered dish supper at the church that time.” Leon had eaten so much food at that church supper that he couldn’t eat at all the next day. Marilyn had been so worried that she wanted to find him a doctor. Thank goodness Alva Jenkins had some castor oil. After an hour of retching, Leon was as good as new.


     “This food is wonderful, Louise. Where did you learn to cook like that?” Marilyn asked.


     “Oh, being raised on a farm we all had chores. Mine just happened to be working in the kitchen with my mama, so I’m just doing what she taught me.”


     “I wish my mother had taught me to cook, but she always wanted to get me away so she could do it without any troubles. Poor Leon isn’t ever going to grow big and strong with what I feed him.”


     “He looks healthy to me.”


     Leon quickly finished cleaning the food off his plate. He was getting that glazed look in his eyes that meant he had eaten more than his little body could hold. Louise smiled at him, walked over to the counter, and brought him back a small plate covered with the finest looking piece of apple pie he had ever seen. Leon grabbed his fork and started shoveling it down, practically inhaling each bite fearing that Mama would make him stop before he made himself sick.


     “Where are you folks going?” Louise asked Marilyn as she refilled Leon’s milk glass.


     “I think we are going to New Orleans. We need a fresh start and I need a job.”


     “Oh honey, New Orleans is no place for a young lady with a small child. About the only job you will find there is being a prostitute on the streets in the French Quarter.”


     “We had to leave our last home, and we need a place to start over. I just need time to think about what will be good for me and Leon. He will start school this year and we need roots.”


     Louise walked over to where Morgan was standing at the front of the store but still close enough to listen to the conversation. She looked into his eyes and he knew immediately what she was thinking. The seed was planted and once that happened there was no getting rid of it until it was well watered. He wanted to protest, but thought better of it. He would do anything for his wife. She knew it, he knew it, and even though he had a gruff demeanor, he was as soft as anyone on the inside. He nodded his head and received a quick peck on the cheek and a smile that again melted whatever concerns he had about what she was about to propose.


     Louise brought Marilyn over some pie. “What’s your name, honey?” she inquired.


     “I’m Marilyn Ledbedder, and this is my son, Leon. I’m so thankful for your hospitality, and the food was simply delicious. I think Leon is ready for a nap. He gets sleepy when he is stuffed.”


     “I can’t bear to see you two traveling to New Orleans. That place is dangerous, and I think you need to reconsider. You need to stay here until you can figure out something else.”


     Marilyn stared at Louise with a puzzled look on her face. “What would we do? We have no place to live and I need to make money to live on.”


     Louise smiled, “I have a plan. We live in the house just down the road from here, and my Mama’s house is just behind that. Mama died three years ago and that place is empty and needs tidying up. You can help here as a waitress. I will teach you to cook and in our spare time we can fix Mama’s house up to be a decent place to live. After a month or two if you decide to move on, then follow your heart. However, if you want to keep working and living here, then you will be more than welcome.”


     Marilyn started weeping. Some of it was joy from meeting someone who wanted to help her and her son to find a place to belong. Some of the tears were from the sadness of betraying the last person who took her off the street, Alma Jenkins. She swore to herself that she would do whatever it took to make her new friend glad that she had taken the chance on a complete stranger.


     “Louise, you saved our lives. Let’s do it.”


     All Morgan could do was roll his eyes. He now had two women to contend with.


    

  


  
    


    


    


    


    


    


    


    


    


    


    


    


    Chapter 5


    


     Marilyn and Leon Ledbedder followed Louise Turner out of the country diner into the extremely hot and humid Louisiana outdoors. Marilyn couldn’t help but notice the solemn expression on Morgan’s lined face as they were walking out the door. For some reason unbeknownst to her, she had an innate feeling that he wasn’t in favor of the new arrangement that Louise had devised. She was hoping for some time to work, earn money, and most of all to think about what was best for her and Little Leon before she made any rash decisions that would be detrimental to their future.


     Leon untied his satisfied sleeping dog and they walked slowly behind Mama and Louise down the parking lot onto the road. The winding road curved just enough to where the Turner house was not seen from the diner. As they walked the five minute distance to the house, Leon was surveying the countryside which consisted of piney woods on both sides of the road. He had to hold on tightly to Spanky when a family of rabbits scurried off into the woods. Not that Spanky would have caught them, but he would have messed up his good smelling bath job and Leon didn’t want to have to bathe him again. They soon came upon the chirt drive that led to a nice well-kept white house in a cleared area among the many majestic pine and oak trees that surrounded the property. The house had a large front porch with a swing hanging by chains from the rafters and so many potted plants that it looked like a flower garden. Marilyn squealed with delight as she stared at the beauty that was the result of hard work of the hands of Louise Turner. She saw the pride on Louise’s face and was more than a little jealous of what she had created.


     “Louise, I have never ever seen anything as beautiful as this! You are truly a gifted woman. It’s so gorgeous!”


     “Thank you, Marilyn. I’ll help you get started with some flowers if you would like. It’s not that hard after you get the hang of it.”


     Leon was hoping that Spanky wouldn’t dig up the pretty flowers that adorned the porch, because he knew that they both would see a bunch of trouble if that happened.


     “This is where we live. There’s a barn in the back, and Mama’s house is next to it. You and Leon can stay with us tonight, and ya’ll can start cleaning it up tomorrow. I’ll come help you after church, because we are closed on Sunday. The house is mostly just dirty and dusty from neglect, but it’s pretty small so it shouldn’t take more than a day.”


     The inside of Louise’s home was as well kept as was suggested by the appearance of the outside, so it didn’t surprise Marilyn when she entered the front door and saw everything in immaculate shape. It was obvious that the Turners had no children at home and that Louise had Morgan trained to help keep things in order. Leon wondered how anyone could live like that and not be able to make a mess. He wasn’t sure that life was worth living if there wasn’t even just a little dirt.


     “You can sleep in the guest room. It’s down the hall and to the right.”


     “It’s all so wonderful, Louise. You have been too kind to Leon and me. We really appreciate all you have done. I hope there won’t be any trouble between you and your husband.”


     “Oh don’t you worry about Morgan Turner. He is whipped. I can make him whistle “Dixie” while standing on his head in the middle of the road in nothing but his longjohns.”


     Marilyn laughed, and she didn’t doubt it in the least. She was in awe of a woman who could manage a business, a home and a man. She hadn’t been able to handle any of them, much less all three at the same time. She was hoping to learn whatever secrets that her new friend might share in order to raise little Leon the best way she could. 


     “I need to go back to the store and help Morgan clean up. We close about six o’clock, because most people around here have gone home to do their chores before going to bed early. If you want you can get what you need for the night out of your car and get some rest, or come to the diner and chat while we clean.”


     Marilyn didn’t feel right about staying in someone’s house while they were working so she replied, “I think we will just come with you and help out until you close. I don’t want to be a freeloader. I want to be able to earn my keep.”


     On their way out the door, Marilyn picked up a photo in a red, white and blue painted frame. It was sitting on a table with several other photos, each of which contained a photo of a tall, handsome young man in various stages of his life. The table was so loaded it was like a shrine to someone who looked like Morgan in his earlier years. In the photo she was holding, the young man was in an Army uniform and the expression on his face was total seriousness with his eyes looking far away.


     “Who is this?”


     “That is Jimmy. He’s our boy. He was killed in Korea twelve years ago this past May.” Marilyn noticed that Louise’s eyes teared up ever so slightly. “He was our only child. I think about him constantly. That’s why I try to stay busy with the house and flowers or at the diner. I have to keep my mind occupied or have people around me because even though I have Morgan, sometimes I feel so lost and alone.”


     “I’m so sorry. I could never imagine losing my child.” Marilyn gave Louise the comfort of a long hug. She was already feeling close to this stranger and hopeful that this place would soon feel like a home to her and Leon.


     They walked back to the store in silence. Leon left Spanky tied to a tree in the Turner’s yard. He could feel the sadness of the women and slid between them grabbing both their hands. Both women squeezed his small hands and held tight until they reached their destination.


    


    


    * * * * * * *


    


     Crazy Leon often thought of those early days in Northern Louisiana with great fondness. His life there with Mama and Louise and Morgan was bittersweet, but he belonged, they belonged, taken in by strangers who became his family. Leon never had a father, but now he had a grandfather, someone who would teach him boy things, baseball, fishing, knot-tying and even hunting. Morgan had taken to Leon slowly, perhaps due to the pain from losing his only child, or maybe he just didn’t want to get attached to another child. Morgan and Leon were perfect for each other. They blossomed like the flowers on Louise’s porch. It was indeed a beautiful life.


    

  


  
    


    


    


    


    Chapter 6


    


     Marilyn and Leon slept that night like they hadn’t slept for days. They didn’t hear Louise and Morgan leave for church the next morning. They awoke to the sounds of birds chirping their musical melodies and the smells of a new day. Leon stirred when his mother started brushing her fingers through his hair. Marilyn hadn’t felt peace like this since, well since she couldn’t remember when, and she savored every precious moment.


     They took their time getting out of bed and after Leon finally said that he was hungry, Marilyn went into the kitchen to find something for their breakfast. Laid out on the kitchen table were two bowls with a pitcher of water and a canister of oatmeal. Marilyn smiled to herself and knew she was blessed to have found this place at a time in her life when she desperately needed friendship, comfort, and stability.


     After their breakfast, Marilyn and Leon dressed and headed toward the other house. Climbing up a small grassy hill, they came to a clearing where there was a storm shelter and a large weathered red barn. The barn had seen its better days but some new boards and fresh paint would give it a longer lifespan. The large barn door was barely hanging by a single hinge, and it didn’t appear that it was being used for much except storage. There was an iron rooster weather vane on the top of the tin roof with the arrows pointed in all four directions. The roof itself needed some more nails to stabilize the rusted tin before a large wind could rip it off.


    Louise’s mother’s house was under a couple of ancient oak trees that cast a large and welcomed shade during the hot summer months. The house itself was more of a cottage, plain and simple, but much better than the shack where they last lived. There was a small front porch with a rocking chair but not much room for other furniture. Two dirty windows were facing down the hill to the main house where the Turners lived. Dirt-dobber nests proliferated under the roof on the walls and would need to be scraped off.


    Opening the front door, Marilyn was greeted with a squeak from the rusty hinges that desperately needed some oiling. The front room was very small but cozy and had a sofa, two chairs and an old table that was covered by sheets. The flooring was hardwood, was well constructed, and was without the cracks that she was used to. There were two kerosene lamps sitting on the sheet-covered table for lighting as it appeared that the house was not wired for electricity. Cobwebs were in every corner, but Marilyn was undaunted by the lack of cleanliness. She had seen much worse. The living room had two doorways one of which led into a black and white tiled kitchen, which, although tiny, was more than enough space for her to cook for her small family. In the center of the kitchen was an old fashioned wood burning stove that had probably been used for more than a few generations. A set of handmade oak cabinets was hanging on one wall, and there was an assortment of pots, pans, plates and silverware within them.


     After admiring the kitchen, Marilyn toured the back of the house where there were two small bedrooms. They both were furnished with a chest of drawers and single beds with stuffed mattresses. This house had all they would need for the moment. There was no running water, but a well with a bucket was just out the back door next to a woodpile. The outhouse was standing further back halfway down the hill. That was okay because their last home didn’t have plumbing either. They were used to having to do their business the old fashioned way. Overall Marilyn was thrilled and could not control her emotions as she began to weep. Leon could tell, however, by the smile on her face that it was the good kind of crying not the sad mournful kind. Leon, although quite young, was able to distinguish between the two and gave his mother a loving squeeze.


     “Leon, let’s go get the washtub out of the car and take it to the back of the house. You can fill it full of water from the well. I’m going to start cleaning the bedrooms, because we will need those rooms to sleep in tonight.”


     The morning went swiftly as Leon and Marilyn cleaned the furniture, walls, and floors of the two bedrooms. They were singing at the top of their lungs as they worked and were startled when they discovered that Louise and Morgan were standing in the doorway, Louise smiling and Morgan covering his ears.


     Louise smacked Morgan on the head, and he dodged before she could smack him again. “Ya’ll work another hour and I’ll have lunch ready, then we will come and help you finish up.”


     Leon’s face lit up from ear to ear. He already decided that Louise was his favorite cook, and anytime she was feeding him it was going to be a banquet. He could hardly wait another hour, but the news energized him and he worked harder and faster.


     Morgan returned soon with the news that lunch was ready while Marilyn was cleaning the cobwebs and dust out of the kitchen cabinets. Leon had emptied the dirty water out of the washtub and was refilling it with clean well water. His arms were tired from turning the crank that lowered and raised the heavy bucket into the well. He was grateful for the reprieve from the hard work and was so looking forward to Louise’s home-cooked meal.


     They made their way down the hill to the Turner home and Leon could detect the smell of country food about halfway there. The anticipation was worth the wait as Morgan led them into the dining room where there were fried pork chops, green beans, mashed potatoes with melted butter, corn on the cob and freshly baked rolls. Leon began salivating while his mother helped pour the tea and set out the plates and the silverware.


     “How did you cook all this food so quickly, Louise? It would have taken me hours,” Marilyn stated.


     “After working in a restaurant for as long as I have, you learn all the shortcuts. You will be as good in the kitchen as I am pretty soon.”


      “I don’t know about that, but I welcome the challenge.”


     They passed the bowls around, and Leon helped himself to a heaping plate of Louise’s food. The flavor was even better than the aroma and after the grownups were through eating, Leon asked if he could finish off the mashed potatoes. Louise’s eyes lit up in a smile, and she passed him the bowl and told him to lick it clean. After a few more bites, Little Leon was having a fight with his eyes trying to keep them open. His head started wobbling, and he jerked himself awake two or three times. The tiredness soon overtook him, and his body and mind gave out. Slowly his head sank lower and lower until he laid the side of his face right into the remains of the mashed potatoes and butter. Morgan began snickering and soon chuckling and finally hysterically laughing. Marilyn and Louise, who had been deep into a serious conversation, started staring at him wondering what had occurred to cause him to go into such a spasm.


     “What is wrong with you, you old geezer?” Louise asked.


     Morgan couldn’t catch his breath and no utterance came from his throat. His face was red bordering on crimson and his tear stained face was contorted between laughing and crying. All he could do was point to the still sleeping Leon, who, despite Morgan’s outburst, was still passed out with his head covered in buttery potatoes. The two ladies suddenly lost their composure, both of them covering their mouth with their hands and trying unsuccessfully not to laugh out loud at Leon’s situation. Failure overcame their efforts and their laughter exploded finally rousting Little Leon from his resting position. The melted butter and potatoes starting dripping from his head onto his lap and Louise ran from the room while Leon watched innocently still unaware of his circumstances. Morgan was still trying to catch his breath while Marilyn contained herself enough to start wiping the food off Leon’s face and head. He still didn’t know what happened, but he was sure he had missed some excitement.


     Louise returned a few minutes later looking more than a little embarrassed. “What happened to you, Lucy”? Morgan asked.


     Louise cracked a sheepish grin and replied, “I had to change clothes because I peed all over myself.”


     Morgan threw his head back and started laughing again. His body went into convulsions throwing him off balance. Losing its juxtaposition, the chair and Morgan fell backwards and landed with a deafening thump. Louise ran from the room again holding on to the walls nearly blinded by the tears streaming down her face. Marilyn and Leon were beside themselves as Leon had finally awakened enough to realize what was happening. They ran to the other side of the table to look at Morgan who had the wind knocked out of him. He was bug-eyed and panting for any air at all to enter his depleted lungs. Louise returned again still laughing and muttering about her weak bladder. She had a mop and bucket of water in her hands.


    “I gotta clean up all this pee. Morgan, you are laying right in the middle of it. You gonna get up?”


    “I ain’t able.”


    


    * * * * * *


    


    Crazy Leon started laughing as he was lying on the couch in the psychiatrist’s office at the Meacham Memorial Sanitarium. He and Dr. John Methvin were having their weekly session in which they talked about Leon’s life and analyzed his progression into craziness. Even the normally stoic shrink had a smile on his usually impassive face.


    “That’s when he started calling me Tater,” stated Leon. “That was the day when I knew I had found a family. These people became the most important people in my life besides my mother.”


    “Well, whatever happened to Morgan and Louise Turner, Leon?”


    Leon’s eyes filled with tears and he got up to leave the room. “I’ll let you know when and if I can ever talk about that.”


    


    


    


    


    


    


    Chapter 7


    


    Monday morning came early with the crowing of roosters behind the barn, and Marilyn slowly eased out of the crowded bed. Leon had fallen asleep in her room long before she and the Turners had finished cleaning and unloading the black Ford. She had drawn some water and taken a bath in the washtub before joining Leon in her clean bed. It hadn’t taken long for her to fall asleep due to the sheer exhaustion of the previous day’s exertion. Louise had given her three waitress uniforms that she had long outgrown. They fit perfectly around the hips, but the bust was definitely too small. Marilyn had to exhale completely in order to button the second button from the top of the uniform. It was uncomfortable, and there was way too much cleavage showing. She knew Morgan was going to have something to say about this and wasn’t looking forward to it.


    Rural Louisiana was full of early risers. Farmers got to the fields just after dawn and generally stayed all day during the planting and gathering seasons. That’s why the Turner Diner and Gas Station opened at 5 a.m. By the time Marilyn walked over to the diner it was after six. There were five men already eating at one table and a family of travelers waiting for their meal at another. As Marilyn entered the diner every head soon turned her way, and the men rose to their feet. Jaws popped open in a manner of surprise, and there was complete silence except for the sound of frying bacon and sizzling eggs. Louise noticed what was happening and smiled at Marilyn who was clearly nervous about all the attention that she and her uniform were attracting. Even Morgan was staring at Marilyn and her assets and he knew he would pay for that when he and Louise were back home.


    “Okay, boys, that’s enough ogling. Haven’t you seen a waitress before? This is Marilyn, and she will be working here for awhile. That is if you folks don’t scare her off,” Louise said.


    The farmers all mumbled their greetings and sat back down to the remains of their breakfasts. There were quick glances offered Marilyn’s way between bites by each of them. They took their time finishing up because now the work could wait a few more precious minutes. Time seemed to slow down, and there was no need to hurry. The man who was traveling with his family was getting dirty looks from his wife, and he soon realized that he was in trouble although he was innocent in his eyes of any wrongdoing.


    Marilyn went behind the counter where Louise was cooking the travelers’ meals, and Louise started explaining the routine to her.


    “Breakfast is fairly simple. We serve eggs, any style, bacon or sausage with toast or biscuits and gravy. Sometimes we have country ham when our supplier has some freshly killed pig. You also want to make sure to keep the customers coffee filled. Most of our early morning breakfast people are farmers, and they drink a lot of coffee to get waked up. You will get to keep all the tip money, so make sure you smile a lot, learn their names, and keep them happy. They are harmless. Most of them are scared hen-pecked men, so don’t let them bother you.”


    Marilyn smiled and took the coffee pot to the table where the men all downed the last of their cups so she could fill them back up. After she topped off each man’s cup, the owner of the cup would say “Thank you” and wouldn’t stop watching her until she went back behind the counter. Louise suddenly realized that she had hit on a gold mine. She thought to herself that she was going to have to order more food and coffee. Morgan was about to get his wish that they could make more money so he could fix up the barn and make improvements to the diner. There was no way they were going to get Marilyn new uniforms now.


    Louise showed Marilyn the secret to frying eggs, how not to break the yellow, and how not to let it stick on the grill. She showed her the secret of crisp bacon and how not to get burned by the popping of the grease. By the end of the week, Marilyn would be able to help cook as well as wait on tables, in case she was needed behind the counter.


    The men finished their meals and reluctantly got up to head back to their farms and start their morning chores. They all passed by the counter and said goodbye to the ladies and paid their bills at the register where Morgan took their money. Marilyn went to the deserted dirty table and found five one-dollar bills that were left there. She cleaned the table and took the dishes to the back where there was a sink full of dish water to wash them in. Louise went over and joined her.


    “Louise, they tipped me a dollar apiece. Does everybody do that?”


    “No honey. They usually leave about twenty cents. Their bill is only about two dollars and twenty-five cents, so why would they tip a dollar?”


    She was smiling as she said this, and Marilyn smiled back.


    “Well, well, well. To think I can make an honest living just by squeezing in a tight uniform.”


    Louise laughed. Well, I’m thinking when those ole boys tell their friends about the new waitress, we are all going to be working harder and making more money.”


    About that time Little Leon walked into the diner looking for his mother. Morgan told him they were in the back where the sinks were so he wandered in and received a quick hug and kiss from Louise and Marilyn. His blond hair was sticking straight up and his blue eyes were clear. He looked well rested.


    “Go sit down, Leon. Momma and I will cook your breakfast. You like bacon and eggs?”


    “Yes Ma’am. I love them scrambled with the bacon crumbled up in them. Mrs. Jenkins used to make me some like that.”


    After the breakfast was over, while Marilyn and Louise were straightening up the diner and preparing food to cook for lunch, Morgan showed Leon how to pump gas and wait on gas customers. The gas pumping was easy for Leon. However, he had some trouble opening the hood of the cars to check the oil.


    “There’s a latch, Leon, in the grill of the cars that you pull and then you will be able to push it open.”


    Leon finally pulled the latch, but couldn’t reach high enough to raise the hood all the way. Morgan found an old onion box and placed it in front of the car. Leon stood on it and was able to get the hood all the way open.


    “See this stick, Leon?”


    “Yes sir.”


    “It’s the oil stick. Pull it out.”


    Leon pulled the long oil stick out. Morgan gave him an old rag.


    “Now wipe off the dirty end with this rag.”


    Leon did as he was instructed.


    “Replace the oil stick and pull it out again. Now check where the oil line is on the stick. If it is between the add line and the full line, it is okay. If it is below the add line it needs more oil.”


    “I can’t read, which line is which?”


    “The top line is the full line and the bottom one is the add line. See that? The oil is right in the middle between those lines, so it is okay. Now replace the oil stick, close the hood and move the box, and this car is ready after they pay for their gas.”


    Leon was all excited that he had filled a car up with gas and checked the oil. He ran inside and hollered for his Mama. “I filled up a car with gas, Mama, and checked the oil too!”


    “That’s great, Leon. I’m so proud of you!”


    Louise didn’t look exactly thrilled at Morgan putting little Leon to work. “I’m sorry, Marilyn, I didn’t think Morgan would make Leon work too.”


    “I think it’s great. Leon would just get bored sitting around here all day with nothing to do. Plus if he learns all these things from a man, he will be much better off than with me trying to teach him.”


    That seemed to calm Louise down. Morgan could teach Leon the things he couldn’t be taught by a woman. They would be good for each other. Morgan would never have a grandchild, but Leon could fill that void that both Morgan and she had since the death of Jimmy. This was getting better all the time. It was as if God had planned it.


    


    Lunchtime was busy as word had gotten around about the brand new waitress at the Turner Diner and Gas Station. The regulars were there as were several folks who very rarely frequented the establishment. The chicken and meatloaf were devoured by two in the afternoon, so all that was left was hamburger meat and hotdogs. That didn’t dissuade the patrons from staying and eating, as they weren’t worried about the food. By the end of the first day of Marilyn’s employment, she had earned over fifty dollars in tip money and the diner had its best day in several years. Morgan had left early to run to town to get a freezer full of food, and Little Leon was left to pump gas, which he did without much problems except in making change for the gas customers. Morgan, Louise, Marilyn and Leon were all tired but they were extremely pleased with the day’s happenings. Little Leon had made five dollars and twenty-eight cents in tip money. There was nothing left for supper, but they were too exhausted to care. They needed rest, and they all trudged home after cleaning and closing the diner for some much needed sleep. It felt good.


    


    


    


    


    


    


    


    


    


    


    Chapter 8


    


    Crazy Leon was lying again on Dr. Methvin’s couch in the Sanitarium where he was reliving his past. Leon didn’t like his weekly sessions as they tended to unleash some of the past hurts and pain that he had tried for many years to forget. He didn’t like the way that Dr. Methvin watched his mannerisms and facial expressions without any expression of his own. He felt like a big ape behind the glass of a zoo where every move was analyzed and critiqued, and being a private person he had a hard time with these evaluations. They were necessary for his “healing” and without them he would continue to be a resident of this loony bin. He had been in the Meacham Memorial Sanitarium for over five months, and there was still no progress made according to the notes in the ever-growing file on Leon Ledbedder. So, he was forced to once again take up his life and lay it out for this stranger to dissect.


    “Leon, let’s go back to the diner and your early childhood there with the Turners. Tell me about your Momma and her relationship with the customers.” Dr. Methvin sat the video recorder facing Leon. He felt it necessary to videotape all the sessions for further review and would later add his opinions to Leon’s file.


    “Mama was probably the sweetest woman to walk the earth. She took the time to learn all the customers’ names, their families’ names, where they lived, worked, and all their ailments. She could make them all feel like they were the most important people on earth….”


    


    


    * * * * * *


    


    Marilyn faced each day as a brand new adventure. She seemed to have found her niche in life and although people may call her just a waitress, she felt what she was doing was touching people just by being friendly, by being interested in them and by making them smile. The men still came in mostly to see her and to be waited on by the most vivacious woman they had ever seen. She was just in her early twenties, and nothing sagged, and the tight uniform left little to the imagination. It was like having their own Niagara Falls in Louisiana. You could travel for many, many miles from there and not see anything as scenic and beautiful as in that little diner in rural northern Louisiana. The women were soon attracted to her too, not for her body parts, but because she paid attention to them also and made them feel like royalty. They got to know her and little Leon and always had a smile for both of them. Leon was going to have to get used to getting his cheeks pinched or his head rubbed, but he seemed to enjoy the attention.


    The diner itself was ever changing. In order to accommodate the new patronage, Morgan had ordered more tables and chairs and booths for along the walls. They were installed the night after Marilyn’s fourth day of work and increased the capacity from twenty-four people to forty-eight. These chairs were usually always full, and there was hardly any sit-down time for the employees. He had another freezer and refrigerator installed into the already crowded kitchen, where Louise was barely able to keep up with the cooking. Morgan and Leon were doing the dishwashing between their other jobs, Leon filling cars with gas and Morgan running the cash register and helping Louise run the kitchen. Morgan now had delivery men arriving everyday with more chicken, beef, potatoes, fries, bread and beverages. He knew he had to keep Marilyn happy so that his business would continue to thrive, but also he had never seen Louise happier now that she had a female to bond with. He was also growing quite fond of Leon even though he was never one who enjoyed little kids. Leon for some reason was different maybe because he never complained about chores or he didn’t need to have his constant attention. Morgan was going to see to it that Leon learned to hunt and fish and enjoy doing things that the male species loved doing. He didn’t want Leon to be a sissy.


    That Sunday Marilyn and Leon joined Louise and Morgan for church services. Their church was the Bethany Baptist Church and was actually smaller than the Johnson Holler Baptist Church where Mama used to lead the singing. Leon’s Sunday school class was taught by Miss Eleanor Baker who also was the first grade teacher at the Carnes Elementary School that Leon would be attending. She was thrilled to have a new member of the class, because there were only two other children that age at the church. The lesson was on Jonah and the whale which Leon had previously learned from Mrs. Alva Jenkins, so Miss Baker was impressed by his knowledge.


    After Sunday school, the church services were much tamer than Leon was used too. There was no hollering or carrying on by the preacher, so Leon fell asleep lying on Mama’s lap soon after the preaching began. After the service, Mama went forward during the benediction to join the church. She may not have been a saint, but Mama always felt that church was necessary and important. Morgan and Louise were ecstatic that Marilyn joined the church because that seemed to make the arrangement they had more permanent. After church the entire congregation came to the front to greet Marilyn and to introduce themselves to her and Leon. Little did they know that attendance there would soon multiply due to Marilyn’s presence. She was indeed a people magnet.


    On the way home from church, Morgan turned to Leon who was sitting in the back of the car with Marilyn. “Leon, how would you like to go fishing after lunch.”


    Leon’s eyes lit up with excitement. “Really? Can I Mama? Please.”


    “Of course you can Leon. I need to do some laundry and after you fill up the wash tub for me you can go.”


    Leon studied for a minute. “Mr. Turner, I don’t have a fishing pole or nothing.”


    “Tater, I think it’s time you called me Morgan. Jimmy’s fishing poles and tackle box are in the barn. I got it out last night and cleaned it up, and I’m giving it to you.”


    Leon about jumped over the car seat to give Morgan and Louise a hug. The car swerved but Morgan laughed anyhow. Mama about had a heart attack.


    


    * * * * * *


    


    Dr. Methvin noticed the hint of sadness on Leon’s face. He realized that there must be plenty of pain in the grown man’s past, enough for him to wind up in the sanitarium. The reason Leon was here instead of prison was because he was believed to be crazy. The reason he should have been in prison was because he killed a man. It was Dr. Methvin’s job to determine if Leon was crazy or not. They would explore his wrongdoing later. He wanted to find out the reason for the crime. That required knowing Leon’s life, his entire history, and even his thought pattern. This was going to take some time. Dr. Methvin figured he was going to know everything that made Leon tick.


    

  


  
    


    


    Chapter 9


    


    The old dilapidated yellow bus stopped in front of the busy Turner Diner and Gas Station at 6:45 a.m. on Monday, September 7, 1964, to pick up a little blond boy with large bright blue eyes. Leon was more than a little nervous as was his anxious momma who was watching from inside the confines of the diner. The seven year old boy was experiencing what all children his age go through, the first day of school. The bus driver, Mr. Charles Jackson, was a retired military man whom Leon had seen several times at the diner over the past few weeks. He greeted Leon with a hearty hello and welcomed him to bus number fifteen. The school bus was about half full, and Leon found a seat with his Sunday school buddy, Petey Parker. Petey was a small boy with thick glasses who was the youngest of the eleven children of Jesse and Eula Mae Parker. He was what they called a “surprise”, being born twelve years after the next youngest child. The day his father found out he had fathered another child, he shot twenty holes in the mailbox. There was nothing left when he finished his little rampage and the sheriff didn’t arrest him because it was his own mailbox. The neighbors kept their eye on Jesse Parker for several months after the mailbox slaying.


    “Hey, Petey, you ready for school?”


    “Hell no, Leon, but at least it gets me out of cotton pickin’.”


    Petey liked to cuss because being so small in a house full of older kids it made him seem bigger. He also had the bad habit of sneaking off behind the barn with some of his father’s rabbit tobacco. He knew where Jesse Parker’s home brewed whiskey stills were and when his folks were away he liked to help himself to the homebrew. They say that Jesse made the best stuff in northern Louisiana.


    The bus wound its way over the crooked roads nearly filling to capacity before arriving at the Carnes Elementary School. The school was a single-story white wooden structure built just before the beginning of World War II. It had an office, bathrooms with plumbing, and four classrooms with two grades meeting in each room. The teachers were expected to teach both classes in the same room and were not greatly compensated by the state of Louisiana for their efforts. They managed just as the teachers before them and the teachers before them. Leon and Petey climbed down the bus steps and nervously walked through the open door into the hallowed halls of academia. The principle, Louis Nelson, greeted both boys, asked them their names, and pointed to the first and second grade room. He had the reputation of being extremely strict and quick with the paddle. Leon hoped he never had to visit the principal’s office except to buy pencils or paper.


    Miss Eleanor Baker glanced up from her paperwork when she saw the two boys enter her classroom. She came over to them and gave them a quick hug which the boys hoped the other children didn’t witness. She pointed to two empty seats at the front of the class as most of the other children had already taken the back of the first grade section of the room.


    The school bell rang announcing the beginning of the new school day and year. Miss Baker at twenty-eight years of age was considered an old maid school teacher, the kind who grew older serving the county school system for years without meeting any man who would marry her. It wasn’t because she was a homely woman, but men weren’t attracted to her kind. She dressed in clothing that went out of fashion ten years beforehand, and her hair although long and silky was put up in a bun on the crown of her head. If a school teacher wasn’t married before the age of thirty, chances were that she never would. Such was the plight of schoolteachers in the rural south in the 1960s. She didn’t mind because her work of helping educate children was her life, and she did it with vigor and love.


    She rose from her desk and faced the second grade. “Second grade, please open your reading books to page three and read to page fifteen. I need to talk to the first graders.” The second grade soon busied themselves with their assignments, and Miss Baker turned to the still very nervous group of first graders.


    “Children, my name is Miss Baker. I teach the first and second grades here at Carnes Elementary. I promise that when you leave this room after the second grade you will be able to read, write, do simple addition and subtraction, and understand the English language as well as any children your age in Louisiana. In return all I ask is that you work hard, ask questions if you don’t understand, and behave yourselves like little ladies and gentlemen.”


    There were fifteen children in the first grade class, nine boys and six girls. They had all dressed in their finest clothing for such a special occasion. Leon felt sorry for one red-headed little girl who, although very pretty, was wearing a much too large, hand-me-down dress, which swallowed her small frame. She didn’t let it bother her, as she had a constant smile on her freckled face. Leon was resplendent in his new store bought overalls and boots. Mama had made him promise to be careful and not rip holes in them as they had to last him for several months. He promised to change into his older clothes when he got home before he went outside playing or pumping gas. He was proud of his new clothes and swore to her that he would be careful not to cause them any harm.


    The first grade class was given a reading book each. The textbooks were all well used and tattered from the past few years of serving the young school children of Carnes Elementary. Some had tape on the outside of the hard-backed binding that prevented the pages from being torn and scattered all over the countryside. Funds were almost non-existent for rural schools, so whatever books were available were used until their lifespan had been completed. So it was that Fun With Dick and Jane was being read by another generation of first graders.


    Leon picked up the book and looked at the pictures. His mother had taught him all the letters of the alphabet and he could spell his name. His new friend Petey didn’t know one letter from another and wasn’t worried in the least about learning them. Miss Baker surely would have her hands full trying to educate the incorrigible Petey Parker. Leon was hoping she would be up to the challenge.


    “Okay students, I want you one at a time to stand up, tell your name and something about yourself to the class.”


    Since Leon was at the front of the class he had to start. He stood up nervously and said with much effort and shaking in his voice, “My name is Leon Ledbedder. I just moved from Arkansas and me and my Mama work at the Turner Diner and Gas Station.” The class teetered at the mention of Leon working. “No, it’s true. I fill cars up with gas and do other jobs.” The classed laughed at him again.


    “Class, quit that now!” exclaimed a suddenly irritated Miss Baker. “Leon does work at the diner, if fact he has filled my car with gas. I think it is very commendable that he is able to do such important and grown-up work.”


    Leon felt about ten feet tall after the support shown by his new teacher. He was starting to feel the new pangs of a crush on Miss Baker. Her taking up for him showed she cared about his feelings, and he had the sudden desire to want to please her at every turn.


    “Petey, you are next.”


    Petey stood up fearless, as a boy with eleven older siblings should be. “I am Petey Parker. I don’t really want to go to school, but since it gets me outta the cotton fields I reckon I’ll tolerate it.”


    The class broke up in laughter again. Even Miss Baker smiled a little at that.


    Introductions of the other kids continued until the red-headed girl stood up. She was still smiling, and there was a certain innocence in her eyes. Her voice was as small and delicate as she was as she began talking. “My name is Becky Arnold, and I just turned seven yesterday. My older sister, Janet, is in the fourth grade, and we live on a farm. I get to milk cows and help with cleaning the house.”


    Leon’s little heart leapt with each word from this pretty girl’s mouth. Leon was in love, but was it possible to fall in love with two girls in one day? He was sure he was going to enjoy being in the first grade.


    


    


    


    


    Chapter 10


    


    Crazy Leon Ledbedder was mopping the kitchen floor at the Meacham Memorial Sanitarium where each patient had a job as part of their rehabilitation from whatever mental disorder they were suffering. Leon had probably mopped more floors than the rest of the patients put together from his many years of working at the Diner. A mop was a perfect fit for his hands and the task was done almost unconsciously allowing him time to think and ponder about the past, present and hopefully the future. The thoughts flooding his mind were those of his childhood best friend Petey Parker and their early school years. Petey with his uncaring and somewhat wild-child personality was the cause of many good times and some not-so good times. They grew up together during the early sixties, when Elvis was king, and the world was changing from the cold war years into times of good opportunity for prosperity. But time seemed to remain the same in rural north Louisiana. It was a happy time for the two young boys who were buddies despite the total differences in personality and family-life.


    


    * * * * * *


    The late summer turned into early fall, and Little Leon was successfully learning all that Miss Baker had presented to her class of first graders. Every day he looked forward to school, Miss Baker, Petey and especially Becky Arnold. Petey, however, wasn’t at all interested in academics and was falling behind quickly. His lackadaisical attitude toward schoolwork was displaced on his being curious about the real world of mischievousness and having fun. He loved adventures and the aftereffects of playing jokes and scaring the bejezus out of the girls in the classroom. He was rapidly developing the reputation of the class clown and the child most likely to visit the principal’s office. Petey craved the attention that his behavior warranted because he rarely got noticed at his home. He could almost burn the house down before anybody would even realize what he was doing.


    One rainy day, Petey and Leon were sitting on the bus riding to school when Petey nudged Leon on the arm. “Leon, I want you to keep Miss Baker busy while I run an errand before class starts.”


    Leon had an uneasy feeling about what his friend Petey was up to. “What are you going to do, Petey?”


    “Don’t worry about it. Just don’t let her into the hall. I need about two minutes.”


    Leon felt the blood drain from his face. He knew Petey, and when Petey was this secretive Leon knew that trouble was not far behind.


    The school bus soon arrived with its passengers at the Carnes Elementary School. Leon hopped out and hurried into the school to keep from getting too wet from the rain that was still peppering down. He looked behind to see a suspicious looking Petey Parker slink his way into the front door, and the last he saw Petey was waving at him to go into the room to detain Miss Baker. That, Leon didn’t mind because he was still enamored by his teacher and he cherished every moment he had with her.


    “Miss Baker,” he started, “will we get to play outside today during play time?”


    “Well Leon, I guess it depends on if the rain quits before then.”


    “What will we do if it doesn’t quit raining by then?”


    “We will do some coloring and practice writing the alphabet.”


    Leon had run out of questions to ask Miss Baker and was relieved to see Petey slither into the room and sit in his assigned seat. He had a strange look on his face and glanced at Leon with a satisfied grin on his face. Leon wasn’t feeling too well knowing that he was part of a plot that might get himself in trouble with Miss Baker or, even worse, the very scary and intimidating Mr. Louis Nelson.


    The morning went quietly, and Leon was relieved that nothing had happened as he settled into doing his assignments. Petey seemed to be daydreaming and looked down at his paperwork off and on without much interest. Becky was finished with her work and was reading her Fun With Dick and Jane textbook. She was not only beautiful in the eyes of Leon Ledbedder, but she was also the smartest child in the first grade and Leon was proud of her. Someday he was going to have to tell her how he felt, but he would need a truckload of bravery.


    In the quietness of the moment it started. A cry rang out and was immediately followed by shrill screaming that echoed throughout the school. Startled heads popped up and eyes opened wide. Leon looked at Petey who was acting shocked. More screams were emitted from outside in the hall. Teachers and students alike rushed from their desks into the hall where Mr. Nelson was running from his office.


    Two girls trembling and crying exited the girls’ bathroom. Screams were still emitting from their terrified faces as they ran into the arms of Miss Baker who sought to console them.


    “What is wrong, girls?”


    They were speechless, but their eyes and faces were showing extreme fear. They could only manage unintelligible babbling, and their slight bodies were quivering as they sought to catch their breath. One, Ginger Holman, pointed with a shaking finger at the girls’ bathroom.


    Mr. Nelson entered the vacated bathroom and exclaimed to himself through the closed door, “What the hell is this?”


    There were sounds of water thrashing and the banging of porcelain filtering out into the hallway. Children and teachers alike were curiously waiting for Mr. Nelson to emerge from the bathroom. The sobbing girls still had their heads buried into the chest of a terrified Miss Baker. Their quivering had not subsided, and Leon was feeling pangs of guilt. Petey was trying to contain his mouth from grinning, and Leon could see a twinkle in his eyes.


    Mr. Nelson kicked open the bathroom door. His face was beet red, veins on his forehead were engorged, and there was great anger in his eyes. In of his hands were the wiggling bodies of two water snakes. The shrieks suddenly intensified from every girl in the school, and some of the boys were even turning pale. Leon couldn’t believe what Petey had done, and he hoped that he wouldn’t be implicated in the scheme.


    “Who is responsible for this?” asked the irate principal as he stood peering into the faces of his many frightened students. “I will find out who did this, and they will be punished accordingly!”


    He walked through the crowded hall and took the snakes outside where he turned them loose. The two victimized girls were still clinging tightly to Miss Baker who started to regain her composure. She whispered words of encouragement to the girls and led them off to the office where they would be questioned and consoled. The rest of the students returned to their classrooms where they tried to resume their work. They knew that the formidable Mr. Nelson would soon return to holler and question each class until he learned who was the true culprit of the crime.


    What happened in the office between Mr. Nelson, Miss Baker, Ginger Holman and Alice Wilbourn wasn’t confirmed until much later. Leon learned months later that the two girls had gone to the restroom and were oblivious to the snakes until the head of one of the snakes grazed the naked buttocks of Ginger as she was sitting on the toilet. She would have recurring nightmares for years and would have the misfortune of always having to check the toilet bowl before sitting down.


    It was about half an hour later when Mr. Nelson emerged from the conference with Miss Baker and the two sullen girls. He gathered the entire school together and began his inquisition.


    “Students, this kind of behavior will not be tolerated. I am appalled and deeply disappointed that anyone in this school would do something like this that would scare and possibly injure any young lady who is in my charge. I will question each child individually even if it takes the rest of the week, and when I find the guilty party the punishment will fit the crime. Before we start, is there anyone who would like to confess to this action? Did anyone see anything suspicious? Step forward now or the consequences will be much worse for the withholder of the information and the perpetrator.”


    As would be expected no one stepped forward to volunteer any information to the still furious Mr. Nelson. Miss Baker was staring into the faces of her students and in particular studied the expression and actions of one Petey Parker. He was probably the chief suspect from her classroom and she felt she might be able to get answers from Leon who was Petey’s friend and confidant. Leon was in a very horrible position, a veritable quandary. Does he lie to his teacher, the wonderful Miss Baker and save his best friend, or does he reveal what he knows and betray the best friend he had ever had in Petey Parker?


    Mr. Nelson started with the upper grades as he figured the culprit had to be an older child who had dreamt up this scenario. However, he got virtually nowhere with his questioning as all denied any knowledge of who might have placed the snakes into the girls’ toilets. Sally Thurston, a third grader, thought she had seen a little boy exit the bathroom as she was entering the school but couldn’t be positive. She spent almost twenty minutes under the glare and inquisition of the frustrated principal, but she was uncertain of what she saw.


    Finally, he turned his attention to the first grade class. Leon’s nerves were about shot. He was nervously fidgeting with his ragged bitten fingernails which were growing shorter and more ragged by the moment. Miss Baker had noticed this worrisome behavior and caught his eye. He looked away and ducked his head pretending to do his schoolwork.


    Petey had his turn in Mr. Nelson’s office. He settled into the chair in front of Mr. Nelson’s desk which had laying upon it a large paddle with holes bored through it. Petey was a master of telling non-truths. He had the tremendous ability to look someone in the eye, tell lies and actually make them believe his story. He returned to his desk unfazed with his self-confidence totally in tack. Leon was totally amazed, but that only increased his fear.


    “Leon”, Miss Baker said, “it’s your turn.”


    “Yes ma’am.”


    Leon rose slowly glancing at Petey as he turned and walked out of the room. He gulped as he walked down the hall into the office of great intimidation. Mr. Nelson was waiting with his increasing frustrated demeanor and motioned to the chair that had seated almost the entire student body at some time during that day.


    “Leon, can you tell me anything about the snakes?”


    “No sir. I was in the classroom the whole time.”


    “Leon, you know that the truth will come out. If you have lied to me, so help me, you will be in more trouble than you have ever seen.”


    “Yes sir.”


    “Your teacher thinks very highly of you, Leon. She thinks you are a very good boy, and there is no reason for me to believe otherwise. Go back to class and have Miss Baker send in the next child.”


    Leon walked slowly back to class knowing he had failed his teacher. He hung his head in shame and tears almost came to his eyes. He slumped down into his seat and watched Becky Arnold leave the room as she was the last student to be questioned. Leon was feeling very guilty, but he was very relieved that Mr. Nelson believed him. Becky soon returned and the questioning was all but over.


    The rest of the school day was intolerably long, and Leon wanted to go home. He needed the love and comfort of his mother. As the bell rang confirming the end of school, Leon got his belongings and started out the classroom door. Miss Baker grabbed his sleeve and looked down into his eyes.


    “Leon, you are truly a very loyal friend. I’m proud of you.”


    Leon suddenly realized that Miss Baker knew the truth all along, and that she protected him from the wrath of Mr. Nelson. He gave her a quick hug and walked down the hall.


    Becky Arnold was waiting for him at the door of the school. As they walked together side by side she exclaimed, “I saw Petey come out of the girls’ bathroom this morning.”


    Leon was astonished. “You did? Why didn’t you tell on him, Becky?”


    “I didn’t want to get you in trouble.”


    Leon couldn’t believe it. This girl whom he secretly loved had protected him while he was protecting his friend. His teacher also sheltered him from certain harsh punishment. This was suddenly a day that he would treasure, a glorious day that would remain one of the highlights of his life. He was walking on clouds. He felt like the king of the world.


    

  


  
    


    


    


    


    


    


    


    


    


    


    Chapter 11


    


     Becky Arnold, one hundred percent poor, innocent and unforgettable in the blue eyes of a seven year old boy who even now in his late forties was remembering her as fondly as anyone ever remembers his first love. He had thought about her everyday of his life, what had happened to her, where she might be, if she was happy. Leon felt the heart pain as a little boy when he discovered that although he didn’t know anybody that had very much in the way of material things, Becky and her family had less than anyone he knew. It didn’t sink in until the first cold day of school.


     The school bus on that horribly cold late November morning was running a little late as Leon waited impatiently for its appearance at the diner. The leaves on the oak and maple trees that had long since turned from their summer green to the fall reds and oranges now were death brown and had fallen into deep piles on the ground. The frigid hard wind was brisk, and the temperatures were plummeting as the cold front approached from the north. Mama made Leon wear his heavy coat and wool hat, and he was glad that she did after standing there for the few minutes that seemed like an eternity until the bus arrived. Petey was sitting in their usual seat when Leon joined him and there was the audible chattering of teeth while chill bumps were present on all the huddled-up occupants of the poorly heated school bus.


     The ride to the dilapidated Arnold shack was about two miles from the diner, and Leon was constantly watching out of the dirty side window of the school bus to get his first glimpse of Becky each and every morning. Becky and her sister were standing by the road in noticeable discomfort in their hand-me-down clothes with old faded coats which might have been good ten years beforehand. There were holes and patches over other holes in the thin worn material, and Leon was horrified when he heard some giggling from other riders as the girls boarded the stopped bus.


     Becky and Janet sat in the empty seat behind Petey and Leon. Although they had to know that some of the kids were laughing at their garments, they didn’t cry or act the least bit ashamed. Leon felt sad and embarrassed for them, but more than anything else he felt sorry for them, for their poverty, for their lack. But he saw the beauty in their souls at not seeming bitter but for rising above the situation.


     The Arnold family was third generation sharecroppers. The father and mother worked the fields of the small farm while the girls were at school. In addition to living in their small rundown shack, they got a small portion of the crop and milk money for their labors. It wasn’t much, but they were used to the physical labor and the exhaustion that came from eighteen hour work days. The Arnolds were resigned to being poor, but they labored hard in order to have even a leaky tin roof over their head. It reminded Leon of the Arkansas shack that he and Mama lived in except it was much worse. There was no electricity and they burned wood in the kitchen wood stove for heat. Homework was done by candlelight after supper and the girls’ bath came from the water of a nearby spring as there was no well to draw water from. Clothing was usually given second hand to them from some older cousins who had just slightly more than they had. Each stitch of their clothes was a blessing to the Arnolds and they were a very close-knit family. They gave thanks before every meal whether it was just cornbread or if they were lucky, some rabbit or squirrel that Mr. Arnold was fortunate enough to shoot.


     The girls were always clean, as Mrs. Arnold always stressed cleanliness to her children. She may not have been able to buy them new clothes, but she could make sure that the girls and their clothing were not dirty. Leon always liked to smell Becky whenever he was fortunate enough to get close to her, and that was every time he had a chance. She smelled of lilac and Leon thought of Becky whenever he caught that scent in the air.


     Leon was still too shy to tell Becky about his affection for her, and the feelings grew more intense after she had kept quiet during the snake inquisition. He found himself stealing glances her way several times throughout the school day. Whenever she caught him doing so, she would give him a little smile, not only with her mouth but also with her eyes. Leon had that look engraved in his young brain, and it left a permanent image in his mind. It was like looking at a rainbow after a spring rain, something he would never get tired of seeing or remembering.


     The schoolhouse was extremely cold also, as there wasn’t much in the way of heat for the winter months. Everyone kept their coats on, and they could all see their breath that morning until the exhaling of warmer air out of the children’s lungs finally warmed the frigid classrooms. Leon didn’t know how Becky could take the cold air in her old flimsy coat, but she wasn’t complaining.


     Leon was unusually quiet when he arrived back at the diner after school. Marilyn and Louise were busy cleaning up after the early afternoon crowd had departed, and Morgan was filling up a station wagon with gas and checking under the hood. Mama could sense that Leon was troubled and as any good mother should be, she was concerned about the reason for Leon’s silence. After he scarfed down a couple of drumsticks and helped Marilyn and the Turners finish cleaning, Leon and Marilyn bundled up and headed for their little house. The wind had increased in intensity, and Leon huddled up to his mother tightly as they fought the blustery weather and trudged to their home with Morgan and Louise trailing right behind. Climbing the hill to the house was quite difficult, and both Leon and Marilyn were exhausted and chilled to the bone when they finally slipped through the front door.


     “Leon, go get some wood so that we can start a fire in the fireplace. It looks like it’s going to be a rather cold night. You will need to sleep with me tonight so we can stay warm.”


     Leon didn’t argue with Mama. He made three trips to the woodpile in the rear of the house and returned with enough wood to get a good fire going. Marilyn already had the flames going strong by the time he carried the last armful in the house. They sat together facing the fire for awhile just enjoying the random dancing of the yellow and orange flames and the great warmth that radiated out of the fireplace. Finally the little house was warm enough to take off their coats and shoes, and they changed into their pajamas and returned to the awaiting fire.


     ”Mama, why are some people so poor?”


     “We aren’t poor, Leon. We are well off compared to some people.”


     “I know, Mama. I wasn’t talking about us. There is a girl named Becky Arnold in my class who lives in a shack and has to wear old ragged clothes and a coat with holes all in it. The other kids all make fun of her. Why can’t she have good things like we do?”


     Marilyn was touched by Leon’s compassion, but answering that age-old question to the satisfaction of a seven year old was difficult.


     “Leon, sometimes things happen to people and they aren’t able to make enough money to buy better houses or clothes. If it wasn’t for Mrs. Jenkins and the Turners we would probably be that poor too. We have enough money to pay our bills and buy food and clothing. So we are well blessed.”


     “Mama, I don’t feel good wearing new clothes when my friend and her sister have to wear old worn out holey stuff.”


     Marilyn busted with the pride of a mother who knew that her young son had something most people never felt, and that was compassion. Compassion for the poor and downtrodden was rare for young children who mostly thought only about their wants and needs. Tears ran down her smiling face and she embraced Leon.


     “What do you think we should do about it Leon?”


     “You know the money I have been saving for a .22 rifle. I want to take it and buy two coats for those girls.”


     “Leon, I know how much you want that gun. Are you sure that’s what you want to do?”


     “Yes, Mama. I couldn’t enjoy hunting with a new gun, knowing that I could help somebody who needs my help. Can we go to town Saturday and buy some coats at the general store?”


     “Maybe we can go tomorrow after you get out of school.”


     Leon’s face radiated his gratitude and he laid his head in Mama’s lap while she stroked his blond hair. They kept silent while watching the fire and the love between a son and his mother reached a new plateau. She used to feel guilty about taking him in the middle of the night away from the childless people who were waiting to adopt him after his birth, but he was as much a part of her as her heart. To have lost him would have been the end of her life before it had even begun.


     The next morning arrived with the crowing of the roosters at the barn. Leon woke up in Mama’s bed wondering how he got there because the last thing he remembered was watching the fire with Mama. She was already up and getting ready for work, ironing her waitress uniform and his school clothes. Her youthful face was still perfect and didn’t need the makeup that she used daily. Leon washed his face and hands and got into the still warm clothes that Mama had pressed. He put the money that he had saved into his pocket and they bundled up into their coats and started the walk to the diner.


    The ground had thick white frost on it, and the grass crunched as they made their way down the hill through the Turner’s yard onto the road which led to the diner. The air was cold and clean, but the wind had died down over the night so the temperature seemed much warmer. Leon was excited about the afternoon. He ate the biscuit and gravy that Louise had made and gave her a hug that had become a huge part of her day. The relationship between Leon and the Turners had grown like that of a small child and real flesh and blood grandparents. They would do anything for Leon and considered him to be their own. Marilyn and Leon were the best thing to happen to them since Jimmy’s untimely death and had taken much of the pain out of losing their son.


    “Bye, Mama. Remember your promise,” Leon said as he made his way to the door of Turner’s Diner.


    “I remember, Leon. You have a good day at school and we will go to town right after you get back.”


    Leon’s smile covered over half of his face as he went out to wait on the bus. Louise looked at Marilyn with a curious expression on her face. “What are you two up to?”


    “I am the luckiest mother in the world, Louise. Leon wants to take his money and go to Broussard’s General to buy two winter coats for some poor girls at school. He was really upset last night about their situation and is so excited that he is able to help them.”


    “Leon was saving for his gun, and now he is giving it up to help some girls? You have raised that boy right, Marilyn. How you have done so well without Leon having a father is beyond me.”


    “I don’t think it was me, Louise. I think God gave Leon a heart that is bigger than most people have.”


    “Can we help Leon with the coats?”


    “No, I don’t think so. This is something he needs to do. He won’t take any money from me either.”


    


    * * * * * *


    Crazy Leon turned over in his bed for probably the thirtieth time that night. He was tired but his mind was too busy recounting that cold day many, many years ago when he and Mama rode the new Ford to town to fulfill the mission he had set his heart on. He could remember the faces of the townsfolk as they watched the little boy with the bright blue eyes and yellow hair and his beautiful young mother study each and every girl’s coat in Broussard’s General Store. He remembered the smell of popcorn that sat neatly in little bags by the counter where money was exchanged for merchandise. Mama would try to help Leon as he pondered and felt the outside material and the inside linings of the coats. The ole wooden floor squeaked and protested as people wandered through the aisles examining shelves and racks for clothing and edibles, but Leon was oblivious to the activity going on around him. He was like a boy possessed, and that was to finish the task at hand.


    Finding Janet’s coat was relatively easy for Leon. He picked out a nice pink thick coat with white fur around the hood and bottom of the sleeves. She was a full head taller than Becky and Leon were, so he had Mama pick the size out. Picking out Becky’s coat was different. The color and size had to be just perfect and pink just wouldn’t do with Becky’s red hair. Yellow. It had to be yellow or maybe light blue. After finally deciding on a bright yellow coat with white lining and fur, Leon made the purchase. On the way home, Leon told Marilyn that he wanted to keep it all a secret.


    Crazy Leon smiled as he still remembered every detail of that day’s events. After they got home, Mama had put the coats in a large box with a note saying “For the girls”.


    “Okay, Leon. We will wait until it gets dark and drive over to the Arnold’s house. You can put the box by the front door, and they will find it in the morning.”


    “Thanks Mama. I don’t want them to know they are from me.”


    The ride to the Arnold’s house was done well after supper, when Leon should have already been in bed. Marilyn turned off the lights of the black Ford before they got there, going slowly over the road by moonlight. Leon snuck out of car and walked cautiously to the front door and set the box down gingerly. He smiled as he imagined their great surprise when they found their presents.


    The ride to school that morning was awaited with great anticipation. Leon had his face pressed against the bus window totally ignoring whatever Petey was telling him. He could see the bright yellow and pink through the leafless trees as the bus neared the Arnold shack. He was ecstatic and full of pride as the girls got on the bus wearing their beautiful new coats. The “ooohhs” and “ahhhhs” radiated out of several of the children’s mouths, and Leon enjoyed every single look and sound of admiration that was given to Becky and Janet. Becky looked so angelic with her red hair contrasting the bright yellow jacket. Leon had never seen anything so beautiful.


    As excited as Leon had been that day, he was horrified the next Monday morning when the girls stepped into the bus wearing their old tattered jackets. Leon was about to panic. Why in the world would the Arnold girls wear their old coats instead of the new much warmer ones.


    “What happened to your new coat, Becky?”


    “Oh, Leon, at church yesterday a missionary to China was talking about the poor people they were serving. He told of such poorness and hunger, that we just felt our coats would be more useful to those children who don’t have anything. God gave us those coats, but we didn’t feel comfortable wearing them when so many have to do without.”


     Crazy Leon started crying recalling that day. As much as it hurt to learn that Becky gave his coat away, he couldn’t blame her because he had done the same thing. He was crying because a few years after that day when his love had blossomed and bloomed for her, she moved out of his life. That had to be the worst day of his life. No, on second thought it wasn’t, but it came very, very close.


    


    


    


    


    


    


    


    


    


    


    


    


    


    


    


    


    


    


    


    


    Chapter 12


    


    The next four years turned slowly one upon another. Life in northern Louisiana was full and wonderful for Leon and his little world. He was growing in stature and maturity and he became one of those children hungry for knowledge, always asking Morgan about the things that the male of the species was interested in. He became an excellent woodsman. He learned all the nuances of deer hunting, the secrets to calling turkeys, and how to make lures that different species of fish would desire depending on the season of the year and the change in weather. Leon also was a great student of math and science in school and learned how to grow gardens, care for cattle, and make things with wood with great diligence and patience. He was becoming a well-rounded All-American boy, and Marilyn and the Turners were proud of his achievements.


    The diner had long since outgrown its small size. The huge increase in profits allowed Morgan the opportunity to enlarge it and hire more help, which in turn oftentimes made it possible for Leon and him to do more outside the diner. They had re-roofed the big barn and painted it a new brighter shade of red. All that was within the barn’s four walls that had once belonged to Jimmy was now Leon’s. He rode Jimmy’s old bike, shot Jimmy’s rifles, and fished with his poles. He was now about as much the Turner’s child as Marilyn’s, but she didn’t mind. In fact they were the parents that she hadn’t had since she was shipped off to the unwed mother’s home.


    The cottage where Leon and Marilyn lived had received electricity, plumbing and running water and even a gravel driveway up to the front door. The Turners had even deeded the property to Marilyn and Leon, which was the final piece of the puzzle that said that this was permanent, the roots were now deep and this was home.


    Petey was still Petey. The boy and trouble was synonymous. He had an amazing ability to worm his way out of the consequences whenever he was so unfortunate as to get caught. Leon was still his best friend, in fact probably his only true friend. Petey was in effect the class clown, the kid most likely to cause his teachers and principal trials and tribulations. He should have been forced to retake the third grade, but the teacher didn’t want him in her classroom for an extra year. She couldn’t take much more of his shenanigans.


    Petey would sometimes beg Leon to ask his mother to let him spend the night at the Ledbedder cottage. The family life with the Parker clan wasn’t conducive to a normal existence for young boys. He enjoyed the freedom most of the time. His father was often in jail for moonshining, and his mother was too busy with working in the fields to take care of him properly. His siblings were much older than Petey and were all bad influences on him, especially his brother Jackson Parker who ran afoul of the law more than any other man in a fifty mile radius. Petey did his best to stay away from Jackson because he tortured him physically. Jackson was basically a child of the devil, evil beyond evil, and feared by all who had the misfortune of crossing his path. His countenance was dark, surly and incredibly grotesque and the odor he exuded was rancid and disgusting. His binge drinking made Jackson even meaner and Petey wanted to escape him whenever possible.


    It was on one such night when Jackson Parker was on a rampage that Petey snuck out of his house and rode his beat-up old bike to Leon’s house. It was a half-mooned, cloudless night, and Petey peddled down the vacant road to the Ledbedder’s home undetected. He arrived about 9:30 and was sneaking up to Leon’s window, when he noticed the light in the bathroom was on. Thinking it might be Leon, Petey snuck up to rap on the window to scare him. Peeking in, he was staring at the robed body of Marilyn Ledbedder who was running water into the tub. She was staring at the mirror, lost from the world, and tired from the day’s hard work. Petey was experiencing what all boys do sooner or later but much sooner than most. As Marilyn dropped her robe and stepped into the tub, Petey’s mouth dropped open and he accidentally tripped over a flower pot causing a tremendous racket. Marilyn shrieked and Leon jumped out of bed.


    “Leon, come quick!”


    Leon raced to the bathroom and entered quickly. “What is it, Mama?”


    “There is someone outside the house. They were right by this window!”


    Petey froze. He didn’t know whether to stay where he was and risk getting caught or run and hide and wait until the coast was clear to ride back home. He thought he might rather face Jackson than Marilyn Ledbedder when she had been compromised.


    Leon snuck into his room and grabbed Jimmy’s shotgun. Slipping out the front door, he stalked his way to the back of the house holding the shotgun in the proper shooting position as Morgan had taught him. He saw a silhouette running in the opposite direction and yelled for the perpetrator to stop. The silhouette kept running toward the barn and Leon stopped, aimed, and pressed the trigger.


    “Owwwwwwwwwwwww, dammit Leon, why did you shoot me?”


    Leon ran to Petey who was rolling in the grass in pain. “I’m sorry, Petey, but why didn’t you stop when I hollered?”


    Marilyn ran out in her robe and looked at Petey writhing on the ground. “Petey Parker, what on God’s green earth are you doing sneaking around and spying on me?”


    “I’m sorry Miss Ledbedder. I thought you was Leon and I was gonna scare him by knocking on the window. I didn’t know it was you, honest.”


    Leon started laughing.


    “Why are you laughing, Leon. This ain’t funny!”


    “Just be glad I had buckshot in my shotgun Petey, and I aimed at your butt.”


    Marilyn started giggling and soon tears were streaming down her face. Louise and Morgan came rushing up the hill. “What was that gunshot?”


    Leon spoke up and said, “I filled Petey’s tail with buckshot cause he needed some lead in his britches.”


    Morgan turned to Louise and whispered, “You better get the tweezers and the salve because knowing how good Leon shoots, ole Petey is full of little holes.”


    Morgan and Leon helped Petey to his feet while Marilyn went back to finish her bath and get dressed. They held Petey under his arms and helped him walk down the hill to the Turner’s house, where Louise was getting ready to do some buckshot removal. Leon, still grinning at Petey while trying his best not to keep laughing, was looking forward to this. Petey was wishing he had faced the wrath of Jackson instead of what was about to happen. Morgan was chuckling and had a twinkle in his eye that was visible in the soft moonlight.


    Louise had things going when they arrived. She had her tweezers, a pan of water, towels, and a bottle of Mercurochrome. She had Petey lower his pants and lie on his stomach on the sheet covering the kitchen table where there was plenty of light. Petey’s buttocks were peppered full of buckshot, ten on the left cheek and nine on the right, with a stray or two in his lower back and upper legs.


    “Good shot, Leon!” exclaimed Morgan. “You hit the bull’s-eye. Great distribution. Where’s my camera? We need a photo of this.”


    Leon was looking pleased at the buckshot pattern on Petey’s backside. Petey was beginning to get more than a little annoyed at all the praise Leon was receiving while he was suffering from the buckshot wounds and the humiliation. “Can we get this over with? I don’t like people staring at my naked rear end!”


    Louise started gouging the tweezers into one of the holes left by the shot. Petey was starting to squirm and felt more pain with each jab into his flesh.


    “Don’t you have anything for pain, Mrs. Turner?”


    “Morgan, get the whiskey we use for the cough medicine for this poor boy. I reckon he might as well be drunk so he won’t hurt so badly. Petey, what were you doing out rambling around so late at night? Do your parents know where you are?”


    “No, Ma’am, and they don’t care. Jackson is on a bad drunk spell, and I wanted to get away. Last time he got like this he threw me head first off the porch. If Mama hadn’t been there at the time, I think he would have done it again.”


     Morgan gave Petey the pint of whiskey, and he began to gulp it down. They watched in amazement as Petey guzzled the harsh liquid without flinching. He finished the bottle before Morgan could take it away from him, and they all stared at Petey waiting for a reaction. After about five minutes he was starting to get a glazed look in his eyes and wobble back and forth like he was sitting in a small boat on a wavy pond.


    By this time Marilyn had made it to the Turners to help Louise with the doctoring. “Why is Petey wiggling like that? You would think he’s liquored up.”


    Petey started what sounded like a moaning, that progressed into a wailing.


    “You can burn my house,

    Steal my car,

    Drink my liquor

    From an old fruit jar.

    

    Do anything that you want to do, but uh-uh,

    Honey, lay off of my shoes

    Dont you step on my blue suede shoes.

    You can do anything but lay off of my blue suede shoes.”


    


     Most of the words were indistinguishable. Leon was holding his sides from his uncontrollable laughing while Marilyn and Louise were cackling trying to catch their breath between hysterics. Morgan was taking photos of the entire event trying not to shake the camera while shaking from the spasms of his body’s reaction to all the proceedings. Petey was oblivious to it all. He kept on wailing, contorting his facial expressions to the music playing in his mind. Finally after four verses he all but passed out, and Leon caught him before he fell onto the hard wood floor. It took several minutes for everyone to regain their composure, and Louise had to change her pajama bottoms due to lack of bladder control.


     She returned and along with Marilyn went to work doctoring Petey’s hind-side. Petey never moved. He was totally out cold. They finished within an hour and applied a good dose of Mercurochrome that left him with bright orange dots all over his buttocks. Petey moved slowly and had difficulty sitting for about ten days, but thankfully it was summer. He stayed with the Ledbedders until he was healed enough to go home without Mrs. Parker noticing the difference.


    


    * * * * * * *


    


     Dr. Methvin saw the laughter in Crazy Leon’s eyes and thought it was a turning point in his treatment. If only he could get to the bottom of Leon’s sadness and figure out what transformed a normal child into a grown man with many demons. He knew that he had plenty of time, because Leon was sentenced to stay incarcerated either in the Sanitarium or in the state prison for twenty-two more years unless he was paroled in two. He would be there for Leon no matter how long it took Leon to bear his soul.


    


    


    


    


    


    


    


    


    


    


    Chapter 13


    


     The fourteenth year of Leon’s life brought about many changes. Prosperity at the diner allowed the Ledbedders to buy a black and white television which, although Leon could only get three fuzzy channels with the little rabbit ear antenna, he was totally consumed with watching it after working most all summer. The telephone company also ran wires to their house which made it possible to call the Turners or the diner without having to run back and forth with necessary messages or just to chat. Because they were on a party line, they caught up with all the gossip without meaning to.


    Mama was of course still Mama. Now closing in on thirty-two years of age, she was even more stunning, if that was possible. Her life was normal, even quite routine, but it was far better than the life she had led in Arkansas. She found her solace at home caring for and raising Leon, at work with her beloved Turners and her customers, and church where she had become a deeply religious and righteous woman. She totally forgot about her past life and the lifestyle she had lived. She didn’t have an empty spot in her life or her soul, or at least she thought she didn’t.


    It was a burning hot and humid summer day. Leon was busy doing Morgan’s job while Morgan had gone to town to get the necessary supplies for the upcoming and very busy 4th of July which was the very next day. They had started opening on that holiday five years previously due to the pressures applied by their faithful customers. Although they served only hamburgers, French fries, and fresh homemade vanilla ice cream, it soon became one of the busiest days of the year.


    It was just after the noon hour. A tall young man in a green Army uniform walked into the busy diner. As soon as he entered the door the place got deathly quiet, then all of a sudden very loud as several of the patrons got up from their seats and rushed over to give him hearty handshakes, or in case of the women, long loving hugs. He was much too rugged and handsome and had clear blue eyes that twinkled when he spoke. He was greeting everyone by name, even though he hadn’t seen most of these people for years. It was a reunion of claps on the back and everybody seemed genuinely glad to see the serviceman, although the Vietnam War was unpopular even in rural Louisiana.


    Captain Thomas Downey was a lifer in the United States Army. The son of Labon and Fannie Downey, he was home on leave from Vietnam, where he had already had served three tours. He finished his “Hellos” to his acquaintances and his eyes settled onto the face of what he thought had to be an angel. The angel was staring back at him and both felt the rhythm of their heartbeats skip before increasing in frequency. The attraction was felt in the air and noticed by most all the diners but most especially by Louise Turner. There wasn’t a woman alive in this part of the country who didn’t feel something when Tom Downey was present, no matter their age or marital status. The other men didn’t worry because Tom was a legend, a hero, and the son or brother they all wished they had. He was also a gentleman and could be trusted to treat every woman as she was a lady and a queen when in his presence.


    Marilyn turned to Louise and mouthed silently, “Who is that?”


    Louise smiled and answered her, “Oh, just a long lost customer and the most eligible bachelor in north Louisiana.”


    Tom sat at a table already crowded with six men, but they all scooted their chairs around to make room for him. Questions were flying from all six of them to Tom about the war, his plans, the action he had seen, and he had to wait until they quit before he could get in a word edgewise.


    Louise nudged Marilyn toward the table where the handsome and popular soldier had taken a seat. “Take his order, Marilyn.”


    Marilyn looked a little stunned but she grabbed the order book and pen out of her pocket and tried to collect herself before walking up beside Captain Thomas Downey to take his order.


    “What would you like, Sir”?


    “Well, I don’t know, what do you recommend”?


    “Louise makes the best fried chicken in Louisiana, and she just got through making a fresh batch.”


    “That sounds great, just add some mashed potatoes and some greens, and I will love you like no other.”


    Marilyn was having difficulty breathing when she returned to the kitchen with Tom’s order. Louise was laughing at her and put her arms around her body which was covered with chill bumps even though the hot July day and even hotter kitchen should have not allowed a chill bump to even think about appearing anywhere near there.


    “Don’t worry, Marilyn that happens to all the ladies when they first meet Tom. It still happens to me, and I am almost sixty years old.”


    Leon came in the kitchen about the time Marilyn had fixed Tom’s plate. “Hey Mom, why are there three pieces of chicken on that plate when ya’ll usually only put two”?


    Louise grinned at Leon. “I think your mother has been smitten”.


    “By what”?


    “Not what, but whom. You see that tall man with the Army uniform on? I have a feeling that romance is in the air. I can see it on both their faces.”


    Leon stared at his mother’s face and saw that indeed something was there that he had never seen before. Mama was staring at her reflection on the silver tray that hung over the sink, and she was fixing her hair that was misplaced from the humidity in the hot summer air. Louise was smiling and thinking that if anyone was ever able to capture the heart of Captain Tom Downey, it would be Marilyn Ledbedder.


    Marilyn took the plate with three pieces of chicken, mashed potatoes and greens to the table where Tom was sitting. Everybody in the restaurant had stopped eating and talking and were watching with great anticipation the interchange between the Captain and the waitress.


    “Here Captain, I hope you enjoy it.”


    “Thank you, Ma’am, and may I say Louise has always been my favorite cook, but you bringing this plate of food to me will make it taste that much better.”


    Marilyn smiled a smile that removed any doubt from Tom that he wanted to get to know this lady. He didn’t see a wedding ring on her finger, and he was praying inside that she was not romantically involved. He took his time eating while trying to answer all matter of questions and reliving old times with his many friends. Tom was in no hurry to leave this diner, and he lingered much longer than he had intended to.


    Marilyn couldn’t help staring at him at every opportunity, and he couldn’t help but to stare right back. Sometimes their eyes locked for about a minute at a time and sometimes one of them would get self-conscious and look away. Louise was enjoying the happenings greatly, and she was smiling like a proud mother when something wonderful was occurring to her child.


    “Invite him to the fireworks tomorrow after we close down, Marilyn.”


    “How am I going to do that with all those people sitting there listening to every word he says? There is no way I can do that.”


    “Just leave it to me, girl.”


    Louise went to Tom’s table and gave him a kiss on the forehead. “Tom Downey, why didn’t you tell us you were coming home? We would have had a party.”


    “Louise, I only have a three week leave and didn’t know when I would arrive. Besides, I didn’t want everybody to make a big fuss over me. Boy, your business has boomed since I was last here.”


    “Oh goodness yes, most of it because of Marilyn. You haven’t met her yet. Marilyn, come over here!”


    Marilyn came over to Louise’s side and smiled again at the stranger who got out of his chair and extended his hand to Marilyn. She tenderly gave him her own hand which he covered with his other. The touch was instantly magical. Neither wanted to let go.


    “Captain Tom Downey, this is my best friend and adopted daughter, Marilyn Ledbedder. Marilyn has been living in Mama’s house for the last seven years, and Morgan and I wouldn’t know what to do without her.”


    “So wonderful to meet you, Marilyn.”


    “You too, Captain.”


    “Please call me Tom.”


    “Tom, Morgan and I, Marilyn and Leon are going to the fireworks display after work tomorrow. We all would really like it if you could join us, otherwise, Morgan is going to be disappointed that he missed you.”


    “Who is Leon?” Tom was startled to hear another man’s name mentioned. His heart dropped.


    “Oh Leon, is that cute young man pumping gas and running the cash register. He is Marilyn’s son and the light of our lives. You will love him.”


    Captain Tom Downey looked into Marilyn’s eyes and nodded his head. “I would love to see the fireworks with you all. Tell me where and when.”


    “Just come by the house about six. We will have some coffee and dessert and talk awhile before we drive out to the fairgrounds.”


    “Great, count me in. I look forward to it.”


    “Wonderful, see you at six.”


     The ladies took the dirty plates from the table to the kitchen. Marilyn was unsteady on her walk to the sink. “My God, I feel faint.”


    “I believe you have that big fish on the line, Marilyn. You just need to not let it jump off.”


    Both ladies giggled as they watched Tom get his cap and take his ticket to the register. Leon rang up the total and Tom gave Leon a hearty handshake. “Leon, I will see you tomorrow night. You take care of your mother.”


    “Don’t you worry about that, Sir. I can shoot the eye out of a deer at one hundred yards, Captain.”


    “I’ll have to be careful around you then. We will go target practicing before I leave for Vietnam if you want to, and just call me Tom. At home I don’t have any rank.”


    The Captain took one more look at the kitchen and gave Marilyn and Louise a wave. “Later, everybody.” He disappeared out the door and Marilyn starting cleaning the tables that had been vacated by the leaving patrons. At Tom’s seat there was a five dollar bill with some writing on it. It read “To the most beautiful waitress I’ve ever seen. See you tomorrow night. Tom.” That was five dollars that Marilyn Ledbedder would never spend.


    


    


    


    


    


    


    


    


    


    


    Chapter 14


    


    Marilyn could barely sleep that fitful night as her mind was reliving the events of the previous day. She had not been attracted to any man since Leon’s father had revealed that he was married, and she didn’t see this day coming. She had been so engrossed over raising Leon the right way that she never gave dating or marriage for that matter a second thought. Something brought them together at that place and time, and she considered it fate or possibly God’s hand.


    Marilyn rose early that 4th of July and took a long bath. She knew she would do this all over again after work in order to look and smell her best. She just hoped that she got off work early enough to take as much time as she needed to make a good impression. She wasn’t one of those women who fussed over her hair and makeup, because her beauty came naturally and she didn’t have to work at it. This was a special occasion, and her heart and emotions were dominating her thoughts. This was something new and exciting. She loved her life the way it was but suddenly meeting Captain Thomas Downey revealed that something was missing. She now had a longing.


    Louise was already making the mountain of hamburger patties when Marilyn got to the diner. She was all smiles and giggles when she asked Marilyn if she was ready for some fireworks. Marilyn just grinned because she knew Louise was going to give her a hard time all day. She just hoped that Morgan didn’t get started on her too. He could drive you nuts when he latched onto something and wouldn’t let go until you let him know in no uncertain terms that enough was enough. Even after that, he would keep smiling and nodding his head whenever he knew you were looking his way.


    “Louise, what do you know about Tom?”


    “Well, Marilyn, I don’t know where to start. His parents were on up in years when they had him. Sort of a surprise, you might say. They are both dead now, so he rarely comes for a visit. He has a couple of cousins in the area, or he probably wouldn’t come back at all. He was just an All-American boy, top of his class in school, and he was the best athlete this area has ever seen. He could have gone to West Point, but his parents were both in bad health so he went to the college in Shreveport so that he could come home every weekend. They both died while he was in college, and after he graduated he joined the Army and worked his way up the ladder in no time. They knew he was officer material right off so they took more time in training him, and he earned several medals for bravery while serving in Vietnam. As far as I know, he hasn’t had a serious relationship, at least none that he has mentioned. Looking at you the way he did, I think you have got him roped and tied.”


    Marilyn blushed which is highly unusual for her. She really hoped Louise was right, if not she had three weeks to melt a heart. She couldn’t appear too anxious because she didn’t want to scare him off. She didn’t think they made many men like Tom, and the ones that were like him were already taken. Most of the single men her age were in the armed services around the country, in Vietnam or hiding in Canada, so the pickings were quite small.


    Morgan slipped into the kitchen, smiled at the ladies, and gave Louise a pinch on her backside. She shrieked and laughed at the same time and threatened to smack his head with a glob of raw hamburger meat. “How’s the love life going ladies?” he said while staring into the deep blue eyes that tended to show the true feelings of Marilyn Ledbedder. He saw nothing but happiness and she knew it, but she couldn’t hide it if she wanted to.


    “Mine ain’t worth talking about.”


     “I wasn’t talking to you, Babycakes. I was talking to little Miss Marilyn. She was about to faint yesterday just looking at Tomboy, and I’m thinking we may have some trouble tonight if we don’t keep those two separated. We may be driving her to the emergency room for treatment if he should happen to pucker up and plant her a big one on the lips.”


     “I don’t think there is any keeping them apart, Morgan. You may be visiting the hospital yourself if you even try. I’m thinking that our ‘Miss Marilyn’ and ‘Tomboy’ might take turns breaking your feeble old bones if you get in their way.”


     Marilyn rolled her eyes at both the Turners and went to work patting out the burgers. Let them have their fun because there was nothing that was going to ruin this night. Nothing.


     The morning passed quickly. After serving a full house of customers between ten and three o’clock, they had made over two hundred burgers and about that many ice creams. Leon had to help as the other workers were let off for the holiday. He and Petey had plans to run around the fairgrounds while the fireworks were going, and he was hoping that Becky and her family would be there. He was missing seeing her over the summer break, and Leon wanted to talk to her desperately. He was too involved in his own happenings to worry about his mother and hers. Such is the life of young teenagers.


     Locking the door of the diner, Morgan, Louise, Marilyn, and Leon took time to eat the burgers each that they had saved for themselves. Marilyn left the onion off her hamburger purposely in case she came into close contact with Tom. They were all worn out but after cleaning up the big mess they made their way back home. Marilyn was looking forward to another bubble bath and was extremely glad for running water. If she had to bring it in by the bucket like the old days, she might not have taken the time to relax in the bathtub.


     Stripping down as the water was running and making a mound of bubbles, she stared into the mirror. There was still no hint of wrinkles on her youthful face. Her long wavy brown hair had natural bounce and curled ever so slightly at the end. Her deep blue eyes sometimes changed colors in the light, but they were large and magical. You could see into her soul if you stared long enough in them, but she hadn’t allowed a man to stare long enough in them to understand that. Even though most people would call her appearance perfect, she felt inadequate at that moment in time.


     She slipped into the tub and allowed her mind to drift. She started weeping and didn’t know why. Was it happiness at getting a chance to see what this night might hold, or was it realizing that her life wasn’t as perfect as it could be? There was a small part of her that wished she hadn’t met Tom Downey. Now would she ever be totally satisfied with her life if things didn’t work out between the two of them?


     Leon broke her out of her trance when he knocked on the bathroom door. “Mama, can I ride my bike to meet Petey? We want to get to the fairgrounds early to watch them set up the fireworks.”


     “Okay, Leon. You boys be careful. I’ll have Morgan bring his truck so he can haul your bikes back after the fireworks show.”


     “Thanks, Mama. I love you.”


     “I love you too, Leon. You and Petey behave.”


     That never got old for Marilyn. The “I love yous” from Leon had been going on since she could remember. It was a blessing that most people don’t experience. The love between this mother and son was open and expressed daily and she never took that for granted. He was her life and he was growing up so quickly. What was her future going to be when Leon began life outside of their little home? He was going to meet some lucky girl someday and start his own family. Isn’t that God’s plan for everyone? She was feeling quite melancholy at the idea. The tears started again. This time they were from sadness. She let them out.


     The sadness soon abated. She knew she must get through crying before her eyes turned red and puffy. That would never do. She rinsed the bubbles out of her hair and off her body. Glancing at her bathroom window, she thought of Petey and started laughing. That incident occurred only two years beforehand, and they all had much fun at Petey’s expense. It drove the sadness out of Marilyn’s thoughts, and she began to look forward to tonight again. Everything must be perfect.


    Marilyn took the extra time to put on perfumed lotions for her dishwater hands. They must be smooth and smell good but not overpowering. She dried her hair and took the time to French braid it, tying the end in a blue ribbon. She applied a light amount of eye-shadow and curled her eyelashes. Last came a coat of red lipstick which she never wore but tonight was special. She picked out a blue sundress that fit her perfectly while showing off her bountiful cleavage. The blue matched her eyes and brought them out where they were the most prominent aspect of her face. She was, in effect, stunning. Even she admired herself in the mirror before making her way to Louise and Morgan’s.


    Entering the Turner’s back door, she made her way through the kitchen and heard voices in the living room. Walking into the room, Morgan and Tom stopped talking and their chins dropped in unison when they saw the unleashed beauty of Marilyn Ledbedder. They were stunned and speechless. Louise turned and saw Marilyn.


    “Oh my God, Marilyn. You look like a goddess.”


    “Thank you, Louise.”


    Tom walked over to her, took her hand and kissed it. Morgan was still bug-eyed and unable to say anything. Louise elbowed his side. “What do you think of our little Miss Marilyn now Morgan?”


    “I think we could add on to the diner if she came to work looking like that everyday.”


    Marilyn laughed. “Thank you, Morgan, but no thank you. I can’t work dressed like this.”


    Tom whispered to her, “I have traveled the world over and have never seen anyone who is as lovely as you are tonight.”


    “Thank you, Tom.” Marilyn squeezed his hand, and he squeezed back.


    They all sat down at the kitchen table and had a piece of Louise’s pineapple upside down cake. The conversation turned from small talk about the weather and the firework show to the war and Tom’s experiences.


    “I’m over a group of helicopters pilots, crewmen and medics. I work with the Marine Corps because of my expertise knowing the topography of the area. We are called in when needed to supply air coverage for the ground attacks and also to help locate and evacuate wounded and missing soldiers. I am on the second week of a four week leave before I go back to my unit.”


    Marilyn spoke up. “That’s so dangerous, Tom. How often do you get shot at by the enemy?” There was fear in Marilyn’s face and voice, and she was suddenly afraid for Tom and his safety.


    “It is, Marilyn, but the saving lives of my comrades makes the risk worthwhile. Last month we rescued one hundred and thirty-five men and only lost one helicopter. We take chances, but we are well trained.”


    Marilyn smiled. It was a smile of pride.


    “I’m sure all those mothers of the soldiers you rescued are happy that there are people like you who are willing to risk their lives to help save others.”


    “I have a box full of letters from soldiers, wives, brothers, sisters, mothers, fathers, and other relatives of those we have helped who thank us for what we have done. When we get down on ourselves and feeling that our efforts aren’t enough, all we have to do is read a few of those letters and sense the gratitude that these people have for us. There is nothing any more gratifying than seeing a mother’s tears on a letter and knowing you have saved her from a lifetime of grief.”


    Marilyn wiped tears from her eyes and touched his hand under the table. She was transferring her thanks and love, the love of a mother for all those mothers whose lives were touched from this man and his crew. She could imagine what she would feel if Leon was one of the rescued, and saved from death, or maybe even worse, torture from the vicious enemy. What this man did was tremendously dangerous and selfless but to the loved ones of the soldiers extremely valuable. He was the guardian angel sent from above to watch over their sons as the perils of war were threatening to end their existence.


    The room was silent for a minute. They were all engrossed in their own private thoughts. Tom at how beautiful and caring Marilyn was and hoping he didn’t scare her off with his war talk, and Marilyn at the bravery and sacrifices of Tom and his men. Louise was busy thinking how perfect these two would be together and wishing they had more time before Tom went back to war, while Morgan was wishing Jimmy had had a guardian angel when he was in Korea.


    The darkness was descending on rural Louisiana. It was decided that Morgan and Louise would drive the truck to bring back Leon and Petey’s bikes after the fireworks while Tom and Marilyn would follow them in the Ford. Marilyn sat close to Tom while he drove the four miles to the fairgrounds. It was a like a first date but much more than a first date because she felt she had known him for years. She was falling for this man and he for her, because neither one wanted to stop the growth of their new relationship. Whatever might happen in the next three weeks could determine the remainder of their lives, and both were secretly hoping that they had met the love of their life.


    The fireworks were captivating. The yellows, whites, reds, and oranges mixed with an occasional blue and purple brought out the wonder in Marilyn’s eyes, and Tom was staring into them more than looking at the colors in the sky. She looked his way and saw him staring at her face.


    “You are supposed to be watching the fireworks, Tom Downey.”


    “I can’t. The colors in the sky are beautiful, but until they surpass your beauty I’m going to keep staring at your face and eyes.”


    They kissed. It wasn’t a long kiss, but it was a passionate kiss. Thankfully the Turners were sitting in front of them where they couldn’t see them. The kiss was definitely heartfelt by both Tom and Marilyn, and its meaning was clear to both. They were falling in love.


    


    * * * * * *


    


    Crazy Leon was wiping some tears off his face. Dr. Methvin was watching his patient with great interest. He knew this had to be a turning point in Leon’s life.


    “I was back in the shadows watching the fireworks and Mama. Petey and I had spent the day helping the workers place the fireworks in order so they could light them quickly. I couldn’t find Becky, so I left Petey with the workers and went to find Mama and the Turners. Mama and Tom were sitting on a quilt and looking at each other. I saw them kiss. I knew then that things were going to be different. Thinking back, I was glad for Mama, but I didn’t really want to share her with someone else. I knew Tom would be leaving in a few days, and I just hoped that he didn’t break her heart. Things had been going so great. I didn’t want them to change.”


    “I know that was hard on you having to give up part of your mother to a complete stranger. What were you hoping for, Leon?”


    “I was hoping that something would happen to keep them apart. I was a selfish fourteen-year-old boy who loved his mother more than anything, and I didn’t want someone else in the way to mess up our life.”


    


    


    


    


    


    


    


    


    


    


    


    


    


    


    


    


    


    


    


    


    


    Chapter 15


    


    They met every night after work, and sometimes Tom came for lunch at the diner. The days melted together, one ran into another and into another. By the end of the second week it was assumed by both that every spare minute would be spent with each other. Tom had kept his promise with Leon. He packed a 357 Magnum and an M40 rifle along with some targets into an old duffel bag, and he and Leon went into the field behind the barn. First Tom taught Leon how to shoot the rifle by utilizing the sniper position. They started at one hundred yards and Leon soon mastered the scope. Tom was amazed at Leon’s ability to hit the target. He placed five rounds within an inch of the center circle of the target.


    “Leon, where did you learn to shoot like that?”


    “Morgan taught me with Jimmy’s rifle that he used before he went to Korea.”


    “With a little training you will be as good a marksman as we have in our unit. We could use a dozen just like you.”


    Leon’s head swelled with the praise he received from a Captain in the United States Army. Tom was around the best soldiers that the country had and yet he was praising a fourteen year old boy. Leon knew he wouldn’t do that just to win him over like he had Marilyn.


    “Thanks, Tom. Morgan says that I have good eyes and steady hands. You can ask Petey about that.” Leon went so far as telling Tom the story of the buckshot and Petey’s backside. Tom laughed and commended Leon at his quick thinking as for hitting Petey in the tail and not the head and neck.


    “Let’s try the pistol, Leon”.


    They moved the target to fifty yards, and Leon shot. The kick jarred him somewhat, but he still hit the target close to the center. He aimed and fired again, but was ready for the recoil. He shot ten times and was almost dead center on the last five.


    “Very good, Leon. You are an excellent shot. I am going to leave the pistol with you while I’m in Vietnam for you to practice with if you promise to be careful with it. Your mother would never forgive me if you have an accident with it, but I feel confident that Morgan has taught you all about gun safety.”


    That was the act of kindness that sealed the deal for Leon. He now considered Tom a friend, and if Mama thought he was special then maybe he was.


    “Leon, I’m sorry that I have taken so much of your mother’s time lately. I think the world of her and wouldn’t do anything to hurt her. You are indeed a great young man and she has done a wonderful job in raising you. I wouldn’t think of trying to take her away from you, because you are her life. She talks about you constantly and she is proud to have you as her son. We are using these last few days to see if there may be a future between us, and us includes you.”


    “I haven’t seen Mama this happy ever and if she stays happy then I am happy. She is the best mother in the world, and I would do anything to make sure she stays that way.”


    “Me too, Leon, me too.”


    They took down the targets, and Tom showed Leon how to clean both guns carefully and thoroughly. He gave Leon the .357 and three boxes of rounds.


    “Leon, I want you to keep the gun unloaded in the house. Hide the rounds where only you know where they are. They are dangerous in the hands of untrained marksmen. We may need to show your mother how to shoot soon. You can’t ever tell when a lady might need to learn how to shoot for self-defense.”


    Leon did as Tom said. They decided that it was best if Tom explained to Marilyn about the gift of the gun.


    That night Tom and Marilyn decided to drive to the lake to watch the moon rise over the water. They pulled up under a weeping willow tree and rolled the windows down to listen to the tree frogs and the rest of Mother Nature sing its nighttime melodies. Marilyn scooted next to Tom, laid her head on his shoulder, and felt his chest rise and fall with every breath. They just took a few minutes of silence to enjoy each others touch and company.


    Finally, Tom said, “Leon and I had a very nice day today. I think he is starting to warm up to us being a couple.”


    “Oh, I’m so happy about that, Tom. Leon is a special child and his opinion matters a great deal to me. What all did ya’ll do?”


    “We went for some target practice. I took a sniper gun and a pistol and gave him some tips on how to shoot properly. He is an excellent marksman, a natural and Morgan has taught him well.”


    “Morgan has been a great influence on Leon. If it hadn’t been for Louise and Morgan, I don’t know where we would be now. We were passing through here headed to New Orleans about seven years ago and they took us in and gave us a life. They are more than just friends. They are the parents I haven’t had for the last fifteen years.”


    “You couldn’t have picked any nicer people to help you raise Leon. I can tell how crazy they are about you and Leon.”


    “They have been a great blessing.”


    Tom was starting to struggle for words. “I may have done something you might not like today.”


    Marilyn took her head off his shoulder and looked into his face.


    “After we had some target practice I gave Leon my old pistol for him to practice with.”


    “Do you think he is ready for that, Tom?” Marilyn asked with some concern in her voice. “He is only fourteen years old.”


    “He is more than ready. I trust him with weapons more than some of my own men. I wanted him to have it for many reasons, but the biggest reason is for protection of you and him.”


    She studied his face. If he said Leon was ready, then Leon was ready. She smiled at Tom, kissed his face, and put her head back on his shoulder. She could feel the sigh of relief that escaped from deep within his being and she was glad that he felt Leon was responsible enough to keep a dangerous weapon. A shotgun is one thing, but a pistol? Her baby was growing up, but he was becoming a young man that could be trusted with something as crucial as managing a gun that could kill another human.


    “You know I only have a few more days before I leave.”


    “Did you have to bring that up? I’m just getting used to having you around in my life, and now you are about to leave here for the other side of the world.”


    “I can serve the next six months and get out of the service altogether.”


    She shot up and turned toward him. “Really? Would you really leave the military and come back to us? The Army is your life. Can you leave it behind?”


    “For you I could leave it in a minute without any regrets.”


    He wiped the tears streaming down her face. God does answer prayers. He reached into his pocket without her being aware of it and pulled out the ring that his mother had been given some sixty years ago by his father. He took in his hand and while holding her hand, slipped it on her ring finger. Her eyes widened and he saw it. By the light of the moon he could see the beauty of her very soul. She started sobbing and was totally speechless.


    “Does that mean you will be my wife?”


    She nodded her head vigorously because the words still wouldn’t come. The joyful tears kept coming as they just sat there in the moonlight, silently staring into each others face as the tree frogs kept singing.


    


    


    


    


    


    


    


    


    Chapter 16


    


    Marilyn and Tom sat under the brightness of the moon and stars by the lake until well after midnight making plans for their future. They decided that they would get married after Tom returned from his upcoming tour overseas in order to have a real church wedding. That would give Marilyn adequate time to make the necessary preparations for the decorations, invitations, music and the preacher. Tom was going to leave it all in her capable hands.


    Tom reluctantly drove Marilyn home. He was relishing every single moment they had together, but due to her having to get up early to go to work she needed some sleep. He stopped the car, and they shared some incredibly tender and passionate kisses along with some more of Marilyn’s warm tears streaming down her face. Tom waited until Marilyn entered her house before turning the car around and left disappointed that they couldn’t sit at the lake and wait for the rising sun. He hoped that she could take off a couple of days from the diner and spend it with him before he headed back to the war.


    Marilyn crept to Leon’s bedroom and found him sound asleep, so she decided to wait until he woke up in the morning to tell him the exciting news. She sat at her mirror brushing her long silky hair over and over looking at the wonderfully pleased reflection staring back at her. She was in a trance more or less daydreaming of the wedding and of their life after the nuptials. She loved what she saw and hoped that Tom and Leon would grow into a relationship that would be like a real father and son. She was eternally grateful for the fathering Leon received from Morgan, but now he would have someone who could be there on a daily basis to help guide him through the confusing teenage years.


    Marilyn lay down in her lonely bed and her busy mind was racing far too much for sleep to overtake it. She wished Leon was up, or that the light was on in Louise’s house so she could share her happiness. Moments like this were once in a lifetime and shouldn’t be wasted all alone. She turned on her light and watched the clock on her dresser as it slowly made its way from 3:04 until it reached 3:45. It finally hypnotized her to sleep until she heard Leon whistling in the bathroom. Glancing at the clock she realized it was well after seven, and she was already late for work. She darted into the bathroom and startled Leon.


    “Mama, what are you doing home? You are late for work.”


    “I overslept because I couldn’t fall asleep. Look, Leon!” She started flashing her ring finger in front of his eyes and dancing around the too crowded bathroom. His mouth dropped open, and he grabbed her hand to get a closer look.


    “You and Tom are getting married?”


    “I’m so excited! I am so happy, Leon. It will be great. Tom is so wonderful and he thinks the world of you, Leon. Oh God, I can’t wait to show Louise! She is going to die!”


    Leon smiled and laughed at the mother’s hysterics as she gyrated in circles hopping on one foot and then the other. He threw his arms around her joining in on her jig until they lost their footing, and Leon wound up on his back in the bathtub. He didn’t care even though he felt a little pain on his soon to be bruised tailbone. He laid there watching Mama in her exuberance and wished that she would stay that happy forever. She deserved it.


    “Get to the diner, Leon, and don’t you say a word. Just tell them I’m getting dressed and will be there as soon as I can. Just don’t say anything, Leon, I want to surprise them.”


    Leon gave Mama a quick hug and headed over to the diner, where Morgan watched him begin his daily chore of checking oil and gassing up vehicles. “Where’s your mama, Leon? It’s not like her to be late. I bet that soldier boy had something to do with this”, he said with a mischievous grin.


    “She will be here in a few minutes. She overslept.”


    “She’s getting too old to burn the candle at both ends. I reckon we are gonna have to give her a curfew if we are going to get a full days work out of her.”


    Leon laughed and went into the kitchen where Louise had him some eggs and bacon prepared the way he had eaten them for the last seven years. He gave her a quick hug and she brushed the stray hair out of his eyes. She loved that little hug from Leon, whose presence eased the pain of Jimmy’s absence somewhat. She wished that they could have met. They were alike in so many ways.


    “Where’s Mama, Leon?”


    “She’s getting ready. She had a hard time getting to sleep last night.”


    Louise looked at Leon with a twinkle in her eye. “What do you think about Tom, Leon?”


    “I like him, but if he hurts my Mama we are going to tangle.”


    Louise laughed at Leon who looked serious about what would happen if Tom caused his mother any pain. She tried to picture Leon up against an experienced and decorated soldier who had faced more than his share of combat. “You would be like a gnat on a boar hog.”


    Leon grinned and went about eating his breakfast.


    Marilyn waltzed through the door about the time Leon took his plate back into the kitchen. She was trying not to smile but was having a hard time suppressing it. Her hands were in the pockets of her uniform, and the engagement ring was hidden from the eyes of those in the diner. She walked in front of Louise and held her hand up just inches from Louise’s face.


    “Ahhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhh! Ohhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhh nooooooooooo!! He didn’t! You are kidding me! Oh, my God!” Louise kept shrieking in excitement, and they both started jumping around. Customers were looking into the kitchen with wonderment, and Morgan jumped from behind the pay counter to see what all the commotion was.


    “What in the world is the matter? Ya’ll are scaring the customers! Is there a rat running around in here?”


    The women kept hugging and jumping and screeching and Leon was laughing at both ladies, while Morgan had a bewildered look of annoyance on his face. They stopped long enough for Marilyn to show Morgan the ring, and his initial thought was shock. He saw the loss of income if Marilyn and Tom should move away. He saw the loss of Leon whom he had grown so attached to. He saw the loss of the woman who he considered his daughter, the woman who was a perfect friend and companion for his wife, who helped soothe the loneliness of Jimmy’s death. “You can’t get married.”


    The dancing stopped.


    “Why not?”


    “Because I’m not letting you. You and Leon are our family, and you aren’t leaving.”


    Marilyn walked over to Morgan and hugged him tightly. “Morgan, we aren’t going anywhere. Tom is getting out of the service after this tour, and we plan to stay right where we are. We love you and Louise. You two are the best thing that has ever happened to me and Leon. If it wasn’t for you, we would be God knows where. We owe you our lives.”


    Morgan wiped the moisture from his eyes. “I have been scared of this day happening, but thank God you are staying with us.”


    “We will never leave you and Louise, Morgan.”


    “Why Morgan Turner,” Louise said, “you do have a heart, you ole softy.”


    “Oh hush, you old woman. Ya’ll get back to work, apparently we are gonna to have to help pay for a wedding.”


    Marilyn gave Morgan a kiss on the cheek and said, “Oh, by the way, can I have two days off to spend with Tom before he leaves.”


    “You better be glad I’m in a good mood, or I would dock you for being late this morning. Anybody who stays up all night and doesn’t show up for work should be fired. Since I’m such a softy I guess you can have those off days with the good Captain.”


    “Putty in your hands, Marilyn. He is putty in your hands.”


    

  


  
    


    


    


    Chapter 17


    


    The last two days with Tom were very bittersweet for Marilyn. The excitement of their engagement together with the dread of their imminent separation toyed with her emotions. The highs were mountaintop, but the lows seemed like the bowels of Hades. Would her life be total depression after he left? After all, he would return for good in just over six months.


    They did everything they could together besides making love. They wanted to save that ritual for the long-awaited special night after the wedding. It was very difficult due to the raging sexual hormonic activity both had when they touched or kissed. They even spent most of the next to the last day with Leon doing some target practice, fishing at the lake, and hiking down to Buttram’s Cave. They utilized that time reassuring Leon that they would be a family just like before, only with an extra member.


     Leon immensely enjoyed the time with his mother and Tom and indeed he felt special due to the fact that they included him in their remaining moments together. Both gave him more attention than he normally got on a daily basis. He and Tom seemed to have bonded in the way that only males can do rather quickly, and Marilyn was optimistic that they soon would be father and son despite the fact that Leon had lived fourteen years without a father at home and that Tom had never had an opportunity to raise a son.


    Marilyn and Tom took Leon to the diner just before it closed where he would eat and help the workers and the Turners clean for closing. He turned and watched them drive off before entering the diner. Leon was worried about Mama because he knew she would feel the loss of her new love while he was doing his duty overseas. The diner was about empty of customers when he walked through the door.


    “Leon! Did you have a good time with your mama and Tom?” Louise asked from behind the kitchen counter.


    “Yes, Ma’am. We had a great time today. Thanks for giving us the day off.”


    “You going with them tomorrow?”


    “No. I am going to come back to work in the morning. They need to be alone on the last day. I am just worried about Mama after Tom has to leave for the war.


    Louise thought how remarkable it was for such a young man to understand the feelings of his mother so well that he would worry about such things reserved for those of more advanced age and maturity. She gave Leon a hug. “Your mama has you and me to lean on Leon. We will just have to be there for her.”


    Leon nodded with a sad expression on his face. Louise could see a tear roll down his face. “Oh sugar, don’t worry about your mother. She will be so busy working and planning for her wedding that she won’t be sad for long. It will be just fine.”


    He smiled at her and didn’t respond.


    


    * * * * * *


    


    Crazy Leon fell silent for a few minutes. Dr. Methvin didn’t feel the need to rush Leon, but gave him time to gather his thoughts. This apparently was a critical time in the young man’s life, when another person, much less a man, vied for his mother’s love and affection. There had to be a conflict of thoughts both pro and con for his mother’s new relationship. The suddenness of it after so many years had to stun Leon, who had been his entire life the person who got all of his mother’s love and attention. Now he was forced to share both at an age when a young man needed more because life had a way of getting more confusing then.


    “I was happy for Mama. I really was. Looking back now at that point in time, I realize how selfless she had been in doing everything in her life for me. Although she loved me more than anything else, a physical and emotional relationship with a man was something she had never had. I’m sure it was very exciting and wonderful for her.”


    “How did she react when Tom left for Vietnam?”


    “I guess she did as well as you can expect. She had just fallen in love, and now she had to be separated for several months from a man who was going off to a war. She tried hard to fight the hurt and depression, but I could hear her at night in her bed crying and praying for Tom to return unharmed.”


    “Is that what you wanted too?”


    “Of course, I just told you I was happy that Mama found someone who could love and care for her the way she deserved. I just wanted the best for her.”


    


    * * * * * * * * * * *


    


    Leon awoke the next morning, and his mother was already dressed and ready to pick up Tom. Their plans were to spend the day together, drive to Shreveport and take Tom to the airport, where he would fly to Dallas and then Los Angeles. She would be back late that night, so Leon was going to stay with the Turners.


    “Mama, is Tom coming to the diner to say goodbye?”


    “Yes, Leon, we will be there in about an hour. We plan on eating breakfast, and he wants to see everybody before he leaves.”


    “Are you okay, Mama?”


    “Yes. I’ve dreaded this day, but it’s not the end. It’s just the beginning. I am so happy, Leon. Things will get back to normal tomorrow, and life will only get better. I only hope that you will get to know and love Tom like I do. He is like nobody I have ever met, Leon. It’s like we are made for each other.


    “I’m glad you are so excited, Mama. I’ll see ya’ll in a little while.” Leon gave Marilyn a kiss and headed out the door. He got on his bike and pedaled to the diner where his breakfast was waiting just like every morning. Louise smiled when Leon hugged her and gave her a grin.


     “Good morning, Sunshine,” Louise whispered. “How are things at the Ledbedder household this morning?”


     “I think everything will be okay. She and Tom are coming in about an hour for breakfast and to see you and Morgan before he leaves.”


     “I was hoping they would. I think I will make some special omelets for the occasion. I will round up some onions, peppers, and cheese. With the ham I already have, they will be out of this world.”


    It seemed that much of the community had heard that Tom was headed back to the war, so they started arriving at the diner in hopes to see him off. The tables were full of people, some with flowers and gifts but all with well wishes for a safe return. He was more than just an acquaintance, he was a hero to all those who knew about him and his exploits.


     Tom and Marilyn arrived and the well wishers surrounded them as they entered the front door. The headshakes and pats on the back were received with smiles and hugs, and most left after doing what they had come to do. They were a blessing, and Marilyn beamed with pride and a few tears at the kindness of all those folks who showed Tom how much he meant to them and their families.


    Louise’s omelets were like nothing ever eaten for Marilyn and Tom, especially after Tom added some hot sauce. They were left alone by the remaining patrons, and Louise was able to join them after she caught up with the breakfast crowd.


    “I don’t suppose you thought of going AWOL, have you Tom?”


    “It’s tempting, but I have to fulfill my duty before I can settle down. I wasn’t looking forward to life outside the Army, but now I think I might be able to handle it,” he said with a wicked grin.


    “I can’t wait for this wedding and to have another man around. Now I won’t have to worry about Marilyn and Leon if something should happen to us.”


    Marilyn gasped. “Don’t you even think like that, Louise Turner! You and Morgan aren’t going anywhere, not as long as I have something to say about it.”


     “Oh we mother hens worry about our chicks. You know that. Just because one of my chicks is an old hen, it doesn’t mean you worry even less. Course now I’ve got a new rooster to worry about also.”


     Tom laughed at the face Marilyn made after being called an old hen.


     “Don’t laugh at me you rooster! We old hens rule the roost, and you don’t have a chance. Just ask ole Morgan. He is scared of both of us, especially when we gang up on him.”


     “Well, now there will be two roosters and a little chick against two old hens. I think the odds are getting much better.”


     Morgan looked at Tom with a serious face and retorted, “We may out number them, but they control the eating and the nest making. They decide if and when we get to fertilize the eggs.”


     At that Louise turned red and smacked Morgan playfully on top of his head. Marilyn hid her face in her napkin to keep from showing her embarrassment, although she was shaking from laughing. Tom was almost doubled over howling while Leon sat there wondering what was so funny.


     After the laughing died down and the conversation hit a lull, Tom stood up and told Marilyn that they needed to leave. He went to Louise and gave her a big hug and kiss. “Please take care of them while I’m gone.”


     “Tom Downey, I have been watching over those two like a hawk for seven years now. They are the most important people in my and Morgan’s life. Believe me when I say, we will do everything to make sure they are happy and safe. You take care of business over there, and I’m praying that God is watching over you.”


     “Thank you, Louise. I’ll get back come hell or high water.”


     Morgan grabbed Tom’s hand and shook it firmly. “Don’t worry about those two. We are a family, and there isn’t anything we wouldn’t do for each other. Be careful.”


     “Thanks, Morgan. I appreciate your influence on Leon and Marilyn. I don’t know how to repay you and Louise for all you have done for them all this time.”


     “You just come back in one piece and we might let you help.”


     “Fair enough.”


     Tom walked over to where Leon was sitting, bent over, and looked him in the eye. “I’m counting on you to protect your mother. You are a great young man, and I know you are very responsible. Just trust your instincts and listen to Morgan, Louise, and your mother. I’m proud to know you.”


     Leon got up and gave Tom a long bear hug. Marilyn and Louise had tears in their eyes at Leon’s spontaneous act of affection for the man who would soon be his dad. Marilyn gave Leon a kiss and the Turners a hug. “I’ll be home very late tonight Leon, so stay with Louise. Don’t wait up on me. I’ll see you tomorrow.”


     They walked to the car hand in hand, and Tom opened the door for Marilyn. She was still crying as her emotions were coming out unimpeded. It would be a night of many tears.


    


     They drove the first twenty miles in silence. Marilyn snuggled up to Tom’s right shoulder as he looked pensively down the road they were traveling and the road that life was taking them. They didn’t have to speak, because they knew the other’s thoughts. Their hearts were pained but tremendously blessed for the last three weeks had been miraculous and breathtaking.


     “You know, I was just thinking, Tom. Our wedding will be so wonderful, but what’s to keep us from stopping at a Justice of the Peace and getting married right now?”


     “Are you sure, Marilyn? Won’t everyone be upset at us for not having them there when we get married?”


     “Let me handle that. I might not even tell them, although I’m not sure I can keep it from Louise. It’s like she can see inside me and read my thoughts. She will keep quiet if I ask her too. Your plane doesn’t leave for a few hours. We can check in a hotel and have a short honeymoon.”


     “I love the way you think, but what happens if you get pregnant.”


     “I guess I will have to tell the truth then,” she said laughing.


     They arrived in Shreveport and got directions at a gas station to the courthouse. Tom parked the car and turned to Marilyn, who appeared both nervous and excited at the same time.


     “Are you sure about this, Baby?”


     “I am positive, Tom. I don’t think I can wait over half a year for your return.”


     “All right then.”


     They walked up the courthouse steps hand in hand and entered the probate judge office. After filling out the form and paying the modest fee, they were ushered into the judge’s private office. The judge looked at the pair and could tell they were obviously in love. He got his Bible and opening it to I Corinthians 13, he read: “Though I speak with the tongues of men and of angels, and have not charity, I am become as sounding brass or a tinkling cymbal. And though I have the gift of prophecy, and understand all mysteries, and all knowledge; and though I have all faith, so that I could remove mountains, and have not charity, I am nothing. And though I bestow all my goods to feed the poor, and though I give my body to be burned, and have not charity, it profiteth me nothing. Charity suffereth long, and is kind; charilty envieth not; charity vaunteth not itself, is not puffed up, Doth not behave itself unseemly, seeketh not her own, is not easily provoked, thinketh no evil; Rejoiceth not in iniquity, but rejoiceth in the truth; Beareth all things, believeth all things, hopeth all things, endureth all things. Charity never faileth: but whether there be prophecies, they shall fail; whether there be tongues, they shall cease; whether there be knowledge, it shall vanish away. For we know in part, and we prophesy in part. But when that which is perfect is come, then that which is in part shall be done away. When I was a child, I spake as a child, I understood as a child, I thought as a child: but when I became a man, I put away childish things. For now we see through a glass, darkly; but then face to face: now I know in part; but then shall I know even as also I am known. And now abideth faith, hope, charity, these three; but the greatest of these is charity.”


     “Do you, Thomas Downey, promise to love and honor this woman, for better or worse, in sickness and health till death do you part?”


     “I do.”


     “And do you, Marilyn Ledbedder, promise to love and honor this man, for better or worse, in sickness and health till death do you part?”


     “I do.”


     “Then by the power vested in me by the State of Louisiana and the Parrish of Caddo, I now pronounce you man and wife. You may kiss your bride.”


     The first kiss as man and wife was short as both were in a hurry to consummate their union. Finding a hotel next to the airport was no problem. After they checked in, Tom carried her up the two flights of stairs to their room. Marilyn could feel the strength in her husband as it was so effortless for him to pick her up and climb the steep stairs. She was drunk with anticipation; her heart was quickening and her breaths becoming more rapid. Although she had been with many men in her past life in Arkansas, she felt like a virgin on her wedding night.


     Tom sat her down and slowly unbuttoned her dress. He marveled at the perfect shape and form of her still very youthful body. God, she was perfect. He just stood there for several moments looking at her as she lay on the bed totally uninhibited until she finally got up and undressed him.


     They made love. It was definitely indescribable for both had never felt the intense heat and desire that they had for each other. They lay in each other’s arms until time for Tom to get to the airport. As his plane rose up towards the heavens, she cried. She waited until it disappeared before she walked back to the car and started home. “Keep him safe, Jesus. Keep him safe.”


    


    


    


    


    


    


    


    


    


    Chapter 18


    


     July passed into August and finally it was time to return to the hallowed halls of academia for Leon, Petey, and the Arnold girls. Leon had missed Becky tremendously, although he did see her twice that summer working in fields when he and Mama passed by on the road to town. He thought about riding his bike over to her house, but was afraid that her parents wouldn’t like a boy coming to visit their daughter. He was greatly looking forward to that first bus ride to the Carnes High School for the ninth grade. The still unmarried Miss Baker had become the new principal there the previous school year due to the retirement of Mr. Jonas Bannister, who had served ably in that capacity for thirty-six years.


     Getting on the bus for Leon was another great new journey into his adolescence. He had grown almost four inches over the three month summer vacation. Marilyn had to take him on a special shopping trip to town for new clothing and shoes. Gone was the baby fat from his childhood. He still had the large innocent eyes and blond hair that the girls greatly admired. He was becoming quite a young man.


     Petey was in their usual seat on the bus and everyone on board knew that where Petey sat. Leon would be sitting by his side going and coming. Petey hadn’t changed much, still wiry and with that ever-present mischievous look on his face. He had slid by the seventh grade as he did every other year by the skin of his teeth. He still didn’t care about the school work, he was seeking fun out of life, and he usually attained it. Plus being in school kept him out of the farm work and totally away from evil brother Jackson Parker, who had just been released from two years at the state prison for assaulting a deputy with a bullwhip.


     Leon climbed the steps into the bus and grinned when he saw his buddy Petey who was busy thinking of his first great prank of the year. “Hey, Petey. You know you are going to have to be good this year with Miss Baker being the principal.”


     “Are you kidding me? She loves us Leon. We will get away with murder.”


     “I don’t know about that. I think she will be harder on us, especially you. I think she knew it was you with that snake deal in the girls’ restroom.”


     “That was a good one, wasn’t it? I haven’t been able to top that yet.”


     “Just keep me out of it, Petey.”


     Petey laughed and didn’t make any such promises. If he was going to get in trouble, it always helped to have an accomplice in trouble with him.


     The bus arrived in front of the Arnold shack where Becky and Janet were patiently waiting to get aboard. Becky looked like an angel and had started taking on a young woman’s appearance. Her clothes were still ragged and well worn, but her smile was more heart warming and spectacular to the very much in love Leon Ledbedder. His face lit up when she smiled at him and greeted him warmly.


     “Hi Leon and Petey. How was your summer?”


     “Great, but I’m glad to be going back to school,” Leon answered.


     “Me too, Leon. That hot summer sun makes working in the fields very unpleasant, but we have some good crops this year.”


     The girls sat on the seat across the aisle from Leon and Petey. Becky leaned across and spoke softly. “Petey, any surprises today? Should I stay out of the bathroom?”


     Petey looked stunned while Leon laughed at his reaction.


     “You knew about that?”


     “Yes, Petey. I saw you enter the girls’ restroom before school started that day.”


     “Why didn’t you tell when you got sent to the principal’s office?”


     “I didn’t want you to get in trouble. More than that, I didn’t want you to get Leon in trouble.”


     Petey nodded in appreciation. “Thanks, Becky. I guess you are all right after all.”


     The bus rolled up into the school parking lot. Miss Baker was standing at the door welcoming the students into her school. Leon went up to her and gave her a big hug. “Leon, you still are quite the young gentleman. Look at you! You are so grown up! Petey, I hope you are going to study hard this year and stay out of trouble.”


      “Yes Ma’am, Miss Baker. Don’t worry about me. You know I love you and don’t want you to get mad at me.”


     She laughed and stroked his hair. “I love you too, Petey, but I’m not going to put up with your shenanigans. Understand?”


     Petey grinned and entered the schoolhouse looking for potential victims of his pranks. Leon followed behind with Becky at his side. The bell rang. Summer was officially over.


     The ninth grade was divided into two sections, one for the intelligent or highly motivated kids and the other for the less gifted or slacker group. Leon and Becky were in the first group while Petey was of course placed into the uninspired group. The goal was for the motivated group to not be slowed down by the other group which, in turn, was supervised under the watchful eye of Miss Baker. Leon and Petey were not happy at being separated, but it was all Petey’s fault and he knew it. They would see each other in passing and at lunch time, but that was about it unless there was a school assembly.


     Leon and Becky were able to sit next to each other through all their classes, and since they were the top two scholars in the class they were pretty much Mrs. Laverne McCord’s pets. They shared everything, sometimes trading lunches, although Leon’s was usually something good like Louise’s leftover fried chicken and Becky’s was a sandwich. Leon didn’t mind, in fact he was glad to trade, because he wasn’t sure if Becky had enough to eat at home. They were inseparable, constant companions, childhood sweethearts, and truly best friends. Leon was secretly glad Petey was in the other room because it afforded him the opportunity to enjoy Becky’s presence unimpeded.


     Petey was warned by Miss Baker that if he didn’t have a passing grade in all his classes he would have to repeat the eighth grade. He knew Miss Baker was always truthful if nothing else and decided he wouldn’t test her. Petey didn’t want to get left behind his good friend Leon, so he started trying somewhat harder. However after his first math test, on which he scored a fifty-six, Petey decided that he would seek help from Leon, who was a math whiz.


     “Why don’t you get off the bus with me Friday after school, and we will work on your math.”


     “I hate to waste a good Friday, but I guess I’m gonna have to if I’m gonna pass this stupid class. What do I need to know all this junk for? I think school is such a waste of time, but I’m not going to stay home with Jackson there.”


     Leon laughed, “I don’t blame you for that. That is one scary man. I don’t know how you survived to be this old with him in the same house.”


     After school the boys grabbed a table at the diner, and Leon started explaining the basics. Petey was on about the fifth grade math level, so they needed a lot of work to get him caught up enough where he could understand the new concepts taught in the ninth grade.


     “Well hello, Petey!” Morgan exclaimed. “How’s your buttocks?”


     Petey grinned before replying, “Good, you want to see?”


     “Heaven’s no, Petey Parker. That is not on my list of things to do before I die.”


     Marilyn and Louise giggled from the kitchen. “I think we all saw too much of you already Petey,” Louise said.


     Marilyn brought the boys a plate of chicken and dressing with corn and green beans. Petey’s eyes lit up, and he put down his pencil and started feasting on the food that was set before him.


     “Wow, this is the best stuff I’ve ever had! You are lucky, Leon, that you get to eat food like this all the time. I could get used to this.”


     They finished their plates and worked another hour on math. The time was getting late, and darkness was just beyond the horizon.


     “Thanks, Leon. I better be getting home before I get in trouble.”


     Marilyn spoke up. “We will give you a ride home. I don’t want you walking home in the darkness.”


     “Thanks, Miss Ledbedder. If you weren’t Leon’s mother, I would marry you.”


     They all laughed at Petey’s comment. She gave Petey a hug and replied, “You will make some woman a great catch, Petey, but I’m taken.”


     Marilyn, Leon, and Petey loaded into the Ford and took off to the Parker home place. As they pulled up to the mailbox Petey said, “You better let me off here. It might not be safe if you come too close to the house.”


     “Why is that, Petey?”


     Before he could answer Marilyn’s door flew open, and the horrible mug of Jackson Parker approached Marilyn’s frightened face. She screamed as he got closer to her. She could smell the stench coming from his breath. He reeked of days old alcohol. His grimy and filthy face was grotesque, and his smile and cackling laugh made him even more frightening. His hair was greased back from not bathing in some time, and his bloodshot eyes were staring into Marilyn’s wide open panicky blue eyes.


     “Get away from her, Jackson!” shouted Petey.


     “Who are you pretty lady? I think we are going to be good friends. In fact, I know we are.”


     Petey picked up a rock and threw it where it thudded Jackson’s back. He howled with pain and without letting go of Marilyn’s door, shouted at Petey, “You are going to pay for that you son of a bitch!”


     Marilyn floored the gas petal nearly jerking Jackson’s arm out of the socket. Gravel and rocks flew all around, and the body of Jackson Parker was hidden by the cloud of dust that flew all about. “You bitch! I am gonna get you! Believe it bitch! You are mine!”


     Marilyn and Leon went about two miles down the road and took another route home. “Mama, I’m scared for Petey.”


     “Me too, Leon. I think that man is dangerous and obviously deranged. I’m scared for us too. I think we should go see the sheriff.”


     “Let’s go talk to Morgan first. He’ll know what we should do.”


     Morgan and Louise listened to their story with horror. They knew the history of Jackson Parker and the terror that trailed after him like a rainbow following a spring shower. There was only one recourse, and that was to get the sheriff involved. Louise called, and two parish deputies showed up at the Turner’s house within ten minutes time.


     Deputies John Galloway and Ernest Harvin were regulars at the Turner’s Diner and Gas Station. Marilyn had been waiting on them frequently over the years, and they were considered friends. “Morgan, Louise, Marilyn, Leon, what seems to be the problem?” Galloway asked.


     Marilyn spoke up. “Leon and I were taking Petey Parker home just a while ago, when Jackson Parker threatened us and Petey harm. He opened my car door and implied that he was coming after me. He also is very angry with Petey who hit him with a rock trying to get him away from us. We sped off while he was still holding onto the door of the car. I’m afraid to go home, and Lord knows what Petey is going through right now.”


     “Oh God! It was just a matter of time before he got on another rampage. You folks need to stay with Morgan for a few days. We will get the Sheriff and a few more deputies and go to the Parker’s house and see if we can confront him. Morgan, if he shows up here, you will do us all a favor by putting him out of his misery. I’m sure the law will look the other way.”


     “Don’t worry about us here. They will stay with us for a few days and we will be armed and ready when he shows up.”


     “Just be careful, Morgan. He is totally fearless and is the devil himself. We were hoping he would be incarcerated for twenty years after assaulting that deputy in Homer. Some judge let him out early as a favor for a few gallons of Jesse Parker’s homebrew.”


     “That’s just great! The rest of us have to fear for our lives so some judge can get his fat ass drunk?”


     “Yes, it’s sad but true. You people will hear from us after we talk to the Parkers’ tonight. Just keep the curtains drawn and don’t go outside alone in the dark.”


     The deputies departed, and Morgan decided that he would accompany Marilyn and Leon to their cottage while they gathered the necessities for that night and the following morning. He gave Louise strict instructions not to answer the door but to keep a lookout at the house just in case Jackson showed up there.


     Morgan grabbed his hunting rifle and gave Leon a pistol. “Leon, if you see that bastard shoot him. If not, we will not sleep well until the sheriff has him behind bars.”


      They walked slowly intently looking and listening to the noises in the still humid night air. Morgan entered the cottage first, rifle aimed into the darkness, ready for whatever surprise Jackson might throw their way. He flipped the light on and seeing no evidence of intruders allowed Leon and Marilyn in to pack a few things. Marilyn headed for the bathroom to grab brushes, toothbrushes, and the like while Leon went to his bedroom and grabbed some clean clothes and the .357 Magnum and shells.


     Marilyn placed the bathroom toiletries on the kitchen table and headed to her bedroom. After she turned on the overhead light she screamed. The ear piercing scream that emitted from her throat was shrill and horrifying, one that Louise even heard inside her locked house down the hill. Morgan rushed into the bedroom, rifle drawn. He saw Marilyn collapsed and heaving on the floor. He glanced at her wall. Printed in crimson red blood were the words, “I am coming for you!” The blood was still running down the walls. A dead cat was lying on her bed with the rest of its blood slowly oozing out of its freshly sliced neck.


    


    


    


    


    


    


    


    


    


    


    


    


    


    Chapter 19


    


     Morgan helped the traumatized Marilyn off the floor where the criminally minded insane Jackson Parker had stood just a few moments before. He took her by the hand and commanded her to grab her needed belongings, so they could get back to Louise. He suddenly felt foolish about leaving her all alone in their house, even though she had locked herself in and they were only to be gone for a few minutes. Marilyn was still paralyzed with fear, and her glazed over look made Morgan realize that she wasn’t going to be able to calm down enough to do what he wanted. Taking matters into his own hands, he lifted her and starting carrying her down the hall and into the living room.


     “Grab my gun, Leon. Leave this stuff here. We will come back when the sheriff gets here.”


     Leon took Morgan’s rifle and put his .357 Magnum and the pistol Morgan gave him into a bag and carried them with him. He slowly opened the front door and looking both ways headed onto the porch. Morgan followed him with Marilyn, now weeping hysterically, tightly hugging around his neck with her head buried in his shoulder. Her strong grip almost choked him as they trudged down the hill, but he didn’t want to stop their progress. Louise saw them coming and opened the door keeping her eyes trained on the shadows behind them. Leon was the last to enter the house. He didn’t know if it was his imagination or not, but he felt the eyes of Jackson Parker glaring at them in anger and enjoying every moment of the fear he had instilled on them. Leon was afraid for Mama, but he turned out the kitchen light so he might see any movement out the backside of the house.


     “What happened, Morgan? I heard Marilyn scream from here.”


     “That bastard had been in her bedroom and left a dead cat on her bed with a message painted on a wall with its blood.”


     “My God! What did it say?”


     “I am coming for you.”


     “No wonder she is in shock. That man is capable of anything. He is probably still out there watching us.”


     “We will make a search when the deputies and Sheriff Mansell show up. I hope they will bring the dogs with them. You take care of Marilyn. If she doesn’t snap to in an hour, call Doc Hendrix and maybe get some sedatives.”


     “Don’t you and Leon do anything until they get here, Morgan. I mean it. That man is dangerous.”


     Morgan gave Louise a kiss on the forehead. “Don’t worry, baby. We are just going to keep watch until help arrives.”


     The time passed slowly. Leon kept watch out the kitchen window while Morgan kept vigil in the living room watching for Jackson Parker or the law out the front window. Finally, after what seemed like hours, three sheriff cars pulled into the front yard. Sheriff Mansell and five deputies walked onto the front porch, and Morgan let them into the house.


     “Sheriff, thank you for coming.”


     “What’s the latest Morgan?”


     “He must have gone to Marilyn’s house while we were talking to your deputies.” Morgan explained what they had found when they went into her bedroom. “Did you find out anything from the Parkers’?”


     “We talked to Jessie and Eula Mae. They are protecting Jackson apparently. Petey is really scared, but he said Jackson took off immediately after Marilyn dropped him off. He snuck us one of Jackson’s shirts which we plan to use for the tracker dogs to follow his scent.”


     “He needs to be behind bars. Can you have him arrested?”


     “Right now we can charge him with attempted assault, breaking and entering and harassment. He would spend a little time with his record, but that is just a temporary solution to this problem.”


     “I wish I’d found him inside that house. I would have put him out of his misery.”


     “You would have done us all a huge favor, Morgan, but that is off the record. Let’s go see what we can find in Marilyn’s house.”


     The sheriff left a deputy to guard the house with Leon while the rest, including Morgan, walked up the hill to the cottage. Entering the house they found that the perpetrator had entered by breaking Marilyn’s bedroom window. The cat was killed on the bed because no blood was found other than on the bed and painted on the wall. Morgan noticed the stench of Jackson’s presence which he must have missed earlier due to the excitement of the moment.


     “How’s Marilyn?”


     “She has settled down somewhat, but she was hysterical and then it was like she wasn’t there. I think she went into shock.”


     “Probably so. I think you should call Doc Hendrix, so he can examine her. We will wait to get her statement tomorrow. Hopefully, she will have settled down by then. I would like to talk to Leon though.”


     Morgan gathered the items left by Marilyn and Leon, and they left the desecrated cottage. The deputies were busy trying to find footprints behind the house by the bedroom window where Jackson entered just hours before. They decided to start early the next morning at daylight trying to track Jackson Parker.


     Leon was still in the kitchen when they arrived back at the house. Sheriff Mansell rubbed Leon’s head. “I commend you for your bravery young man. I need your version of what happened today. Please don’t leave anything out.”


     Leon went through the day’s events recalling even the minute details such as what Jackson was wearing and what he had said at the mailbox. He was able to fill in any gaps that had been missed earlier.


     “You are a very perceptive young man, Leon. You would make a great deputy. Keep that in mind someday. I also hear you are an excellent marksman.”


     “He is better than anybody I have ever seen, and that includes my son Jimmy,” Morgan stated. “He is steady and sure with any gun he has practiced with. Tom Downey was bragging that he could be a sniper in the Army right now.”


     “Excellent. I don’t think Parker will try anything tonight. Try to get some rest if you can. I will have the night shift swing by off and on all night. Any trouble, call me at home. We will have the dogs here early tomorrow.”


     Leon looked the sheriff right in his eyes. “What about Petey? Jackson beats him all the time, and he said he was going to pay for what he did. He saved Mama when he hit Jackson with that rock in the back.”


     “We wanted to put him in protective custody, but his parents wouldn’t allow it. They said they would protect him in case Jackson came home tonight.”


     That did very little to dissuade Leon’s fear for Petey’s safety. He hoped they would find Jackson that next day. More than that, he hoped that he or Morgan would find him first.


     All the occupants at the Turner residence slept fitfully except for Marilyn who had been given some sleeping pills, so that she might rest without having nightmares about that day’s horrible events. They rose just before daylight, and Louise cooked them a breakfast of bacon, eggs, sausage, and biscuits. She had enough for the entire Sheriff’s department in case they all showed up. They arrived just after she had completed cooking and even though they all had eaten breakfast, they ate again. Nobody in their right mind turned down Louise Turner’s breakfast.


     Leon was to stay with Marilyn and Louise while the sheriff and six of his deputies, along with the five hunting dogs, searched for the missing fugitive. Morgan and the Sheriff had already been to the Parker homestead to talk to Jackson’s family. Leon wanted to go, but he was made to stay and watch over his mother while Louise cooked. Petey told them that Jackson didn’t come home that night, and that he was probably hiding until things settled down.


     The search party started outside Marilyn’s broken window. The dogs sniffed the rank shirt that Petey had given the sheriff and took off and stopped under each window and by each door. They then made their way to the barn where they stopped under the ladder to the loft. Two deputies went up the ladder and found where Jackson probably had spent some time drinking and watching the proceedings. They found two empty bottles laying under the loft window. The dogs then caught the scent and bounded down the hill to the Turner home where they stopped under the window of the room where Marilyn still lay sleeping.


     “That nut is either very brave or stupid.”


     “But Morgan”, the sheriff said, “he is very sneaky. I don’t know how nobody saw or heard him.”


     The dogs then took off down the driveway and down the road to the back of the diner. There the trail stopped. Apparently Jackson had parked his car behind the diner where nobody would see it.


     “Well, there’s nothing more to find here. We have an APB on him all over North Louisiana and Southern Arkansas. I am going to bring two dog pens and put Dobermans in the front and back yard. If they see or hear anything you will know it.”


     “Thanks, Sheriff. That will make the ladies feel safer. They aren’t going to feel secure until this deal is over. Hopefully he will make a mistake, and we will find him before he hurts or kills somebody.”


     They parted company at the sheriff department’s vehicles. Morgan stepped into the house to the many questions of Louise and Leon. “What did the dogs find? Where is he? What is the sheriff going to do? What is the next step?”


     “Whoa now! Settle down. The dogs followed his scent to the barn, and to this house and the back of the diner. He must have parked a car there, because there is no scent after that. The sheriff is sending some watchdogs, and there is an APB for his arrest. We will just have to be calm and wait.”


     “Wait? For what? We can’t wait for him to come back after Marilyn or Leon for that matter. He is crazy which makes him dangerous. We have got to find him, Morgan.”


     “Louise, we have to let the sheriff do his job. Parker will make a mistake. He will be caught.”


     “Well I just hope it is before he attacks Marilyn.”


     Just then Marilyn wandered into the room. “He is still loose isn’t he? He is coming after me. I feel it. I am his target. God protect me.” She fainted dead away onto the living room floor.


     


    


    


    


    


    


    


    


    


    


    


    


    Chapter 20


    


     The Turner Diner was closed for the weekend allowing Morgan to take some precautionary actions to ensure the safety of Marilyn and Leon. He installed dead bolt locks into the doors at both the Turner and Ledbedder houses and shades in all the windows which kept anyone on the outside from peering through at night. He wired some outside lights, which could be turned on from inside the house, that lit up the whole yard and surrounding area. Two deputies had brought the dog pens, one for both sides of the house, along with some Dobermans trained to bark at the presence of any humans. He and Leon went to the cottage and took Marilyn’s bed covers and sheets and burned them along with the dead cat. They then repainted the offending wall covering over the reminder of Jackson Parker’s visit to her bedroom.


     Morgan took Louise out back with the pistol for some target practice. She had shot the pistol a few times before and wasn’t afraid of it, but she was rusty from not having fired it in several years. She shot until she could hit the paper the target was on, which he hoped was good enough to scare Jackson off if he showed up when Leon and Morgan were not around. He figured Marilyn was still too upset to be trusted with a weapon.


     Inside the house Marilyn was starting to feel like her world was closing in on her. She wondered if she was trapped inside the Turner house and was just a target for her stalker when she left the safety of those four walls.


     “Louise, do you think he is out there watching?”


     “Those dogs will raise cane if they hear or see anybody, so I think we are safe.”


     “I wish Tom was here. With his experience I think he would take care of this problem in no time. I can’t wait for him to return.”


     “Just you trust the sheriff and his men. They will take care of Jackson Parker. Just have some faith.”


     “I’m trying, but there is always that thought that he may be right around the corner. I’m ready to go back to work to get my mind off this mess.”


     “Well until they catch him, we will be traveling in pairs. Nobody goes alone.”


     “That sounds good to me. I’m not leaving this house by myself.”


     The rest of the day was uneventful. The dogs barked a few times mostly when farm trucks passed by the house. Sheriff Mansell stopped twice that afternoon but had nothing new to report. It almost seemed too quiet.


     On Sunday life returned to almost normal. Marilyn and Leon rode with the Turners to church where, after the morning services, they had dinner on the grounds. Marilyn felt uncomfortable enough to turn around and look over her shoulder every once in a while, but she soon stopped doing even that.


     Monday morning came with a slow summer shower that washed some of the heat out of the air. Marilyn and Leon had gotten up earlier than normal to go with Morgan and Louise to the diner in order to thwart any plans of mischief by Jackson Parker. Leon was eager to see Petey. He still feared for the well-being of his friend due to the viciousness of his angry brother. The bus was on time. Much to Leon’s relief when he saw Petey all appeared normal. Petey was likewise quite glad to see Leon.


     “I’m sorry about your mom, Leon. I heard Jackson broke into your house and wrote a bad message on the wall.”


     “You haven’t heard anything out of him, have you?”


     “No. Mama thinks he will stay away for a few months until this settles down.”


     “I sure hope so. By then Tom will be back and he will handle the situation.”


     Becky climbed aboard the bus, and after sitting down in her usual seat across the aisle from Leon and Petey, she heard some of the conversation. “What are you two talking about so seriously?”


     As Leon unfolded the tale of the weekend’s events, her face started showing genuine concern for both Leon and Petey. She grabbed Leon’s hand and held it tight as if not letting go would protect him from any potential harm. “You boys be careful. Your brother sounds crazy, Petey. How do you live with someone like that?”


     “I stay away from him as much as possible. Sometimes he slips up on me and gives me a beating before I can get away from him. If I hear him coming, I’ll hide or get Mama or Daddy between me and them.”


     “Well, I hope he is long gone with the sheriff after him.”


     They were silent the rest of the bus ride. After exiting the bus, Becky gave Petey a quick hug, told him to be careful, and that he would be in her prayers. She and Leon walked hand in hand into their class where she from time to time reached over just to touch him during the school day. On the ride home Becky kept silent until time for her to exit the bus at her stop. “You boys please keep your eyes open. If anything should happen to you, I will be forever sad.”


     The boys said their farewells and promised to be careful. Somehow the look on her face showed worry and love at the same time. Leon vowed to himself to do all he could to assure her that everything would be all right. He wished Jackson Parker was dead.


    


    * * * * *  *


    


     “Is that the first time you had such bad wishes upon another person, Leon?” Dr. Methvin asked Crazy Leon after his recounting of the events of that dangerous episode.


     “Yes, but it would only get worse.”


     “Did you want to end Jackson Parker’s life?”


     “I dreamed of it. I tasted it, and I wanted it. He meant to hurt my mother. He was pure evil, and I hated him more than anything. If I could have found him, I would have killed him. I’m sure of it. He wouldn’t have a chance to hurt us ever again.”


     Dr. Methvin saw great resolve in Leon’s eyes and heard it in his voice. Leon was just being truthful as he was reliving those horrible events. “What happened next Leon?”


    


    * * * * *  * 


    


     The next morning the sun rose over the horizon and Leon awoke to the sounds of songbirds outside his window. He had slept soundly after the past three nights of fitful worrisome sleep. He almost didn’t recognize the fact that he was at Morgan’s and Louise’s until he didn’t see the familiarity of his own bedroom when he looked around the surroundings. He exited the bedroom and followed his nose to the kitchen where Louise and Marilyn had some eggs and biscuits cooking.


     “Hi, Sweety. Did you sleep well?”


     “Yes ma’am. Better than I have all week.”


     “Me too. I think everything is going to be okay.”


     Morgan came into the kitchen dressed and ready for work. He tousled Leon’s hair and said, “I’m going to feed the dogs before I leave for work. You take care of the women folk.” 


     Louise looked his way and said, “Hold on Morgan. I have some scraps to get them”. While she went to the refrigerator and grabbed four tin foil wrapped chunks of leftover beef, Marilyn filled two large pitchers with tap water. I’ll carry the food if you’ll get the water, Morgan.”


     Leon got out of his chair to unlock and open the front door as Morgan and Marilyn followed him onto the porch. The shrieks that blasted out of Marilyn’s lungs as soon as she stepped onto the porch were loud and shrill. There hanging with ropes from the porch roof were the Dobermans, sliced from their throats to their hind legs with their entrails exposed and eyes bulging. Blood was all over the porch. Morgan dropped the pitchers and hollered, “Get her inside, Leon!” Leon grabbed Marilyn’s arms and with abnormal strength pulled her off the porch into the house. He left her with Louise as he ran to his room to get the .357 Magnum. Racing back onto the porch, he desperately looked for Morgan’s whereabouts. He saw Morgan with his own pistol drawn racing around the side of the house. Leon stayed on the front porch crouched partially behind the door post. He thought he could make out something moving behind Morgan’s truck, but he wasn’t sure. He stayed there keeping his eye on the truck.


     Morgan soon emerged from the other side of the house with his gun still drawn in the firing position. “Leon?”


     “I’m on the porch. I think there is something behind the truck.”


     Morgan made his way slowly with each step measured and quiet. He motioned for Leon to go around the other direction in order to stop any possible escape. They both inched their way until they were just a matter of a few yards from the truck. There was someone there, half sitting and half lying down, but it was someone with a smaller frame, not powerfully built like Jackson Parker. The person was moaning, and as Leon got closer he could make out a bag over the head. Leon got a sick feeling. It had the shape of Petey Parker.


     Leon rushed to Petey and pulled the bag off his head. The grin that was usually on his face was covered with blood and was already swelling from what had to be a horrendous beating. Both eyes were nearly swollen shut, and he was groaning from intense pain. His hands were tied together, and the other end was tied to the back bumper. Morgan handed Leon his gun and cut the rope. Petey fell to the ground with a thud and a scream. Morgan carefully lifted Petey off the ground and carried him gently up the steps into the house and placed him on Leon’s bed. He moaned again even though Morgan treated him like a newborn.


     “Call the sheriff and Doc Hendrix!” he shouted to Louise.


     “The sheriff is on his way.”


     Louise brought a pan of water and started cleaning Petey’s battered face. He grimaced with the slightest of touch to his wounds, but he knew she was doing it for his own good. Marilyn was jarred to her senses at the sight of Leon’s friend who suffered this fate due to protecting her. She cried at the thought of what he must have endured and became very angry that Jackson Parker could beat and batter someone like that, especially when it was his own brother. She stroked Petey’s, hand and he looked her way.


     “I’m so sorry, Petey. I’m so terribly sorry.”


     Petey tried to smile but the swollen face wouldn’t let him. He had felt more love and attention from this woman than all fourteen years in his own home. He was accepted by her despite his upbringing, and he appreciated her for that. He would rather endure whatever harm Jackson could ever do to him if it protected her from his damned brother.


     Morgan went outside to wait on the front porch for the sheriff and Doc Hendrix. He was cut to the heart when he read in large red letters, “You are next, bitch!” on the front door. That hadn’t been there just minutes ago. Jackson was out there somewhere, laughing at them, and taunting them for their inability to stop him.


     The sheriff and five cars of deputies came flying down the road to the Turners. They had the tracking dogs with them and were glad that it was daylight with plenty of hours left before darkness descended dampening their efforts to find the fugitive. The sheriff looked upon the scene on Morgan’s porch.


     “He was just here, sheriff. The writing on the door was made in the last fifteen minutes. He is mocking us.”


     The sheriff nodded. Gathering his men together, he looked each in the eye. “This man is more dangerous than any criminal I have come against in my thirty years of experience. I don’t want any of you to be careless. If you see him, you have my permission to shoot to kill. Turn the dogs loose! I want him today!”


     The dogs caught the scent of Jackson Parker and started moving rapidly behind Morgan’s house up the hill and past the barn. They dragged the deputies through a heavily wooded area full of pine trees and underbrush. They had to slow down as the deputies with their leashes couldn’t keep up with them in the dense thicket.


     “How far do these woods go, Morgan?”


     “About three miles and then it hits Ferguson’s Creek.”


     Sheriff Mansell took his portable radio and called for any available backups to position themselves every two hundred yards along the north side of Ferguson’s Creek. He wanted them in place within thirty minutes if possible.


     The dogs were relentless, but their progress was hampered by the slow mobility of their human companions. The deputies normally would let them go to chase the culprits, but, after seeing what Jackson had done to both Dobermans, they thought better of it. The woods were beginning to thin somewhat, and the dogs turned toward the southwest.


     “Where’s he going, Morgan?”


     “I think he is headed for the caves. There are rumors that ole man Parker keeps his stills back there in one of them. The caves are all linked together and there are so many tunnels between them that he will be hard to find, if he gets there before we do.”


     “Is there a shortcut?”


     “Only if we had a boat and went straight to the creek. The men you called in can get there first if they follow the creek west until they come to about a thirty foot cliff. They would need to climb on top and then hide behind the rocks about one hundred yards from there. He will have to pass right between them to get to the cave openings.”


     “How do you know so much about that area?”


     “Jimmy and I used to camp there when he was a youngster. I haven’t been there in about twenty years. If I remember correctly, we should have him trapped if he doesn’t get to the caves.”


     The sheriff relayed Morgan’s instructions to the men in route to the creek.


     “How many deputies are there, Sheriff?”


     “There are six of them. I wish we had a dozen more.”


     The dogs were now in a great hurry as the scent kept getting stronger. They couldn’t have been more than five minutes behind. After thirty more minutes Morgan advised the sheriff that Parker would be at the caves in about ten more minutes.


     The sheriff radioed the waiting men. “Are you guys in place?”


     “Yes, sir.”


     “He should be there in just a few minutes. Don’t let him get by you.”


     The dogs were steadily closing in on their prey. Two gunshots echoed through the woods. There was a silence and then some more gunfire. The sheriff and his men took off toward the sound of the shots. Morgan stayed on his course. He knew the layout and the only path where Jackson Parker might escape, and that was down the cliff to the creek. He arrived there just as there was more gunfire, this time close enough to hurt his ears. He heard someone running in his direction. He rose up and leveled his gun right at the head of Jackson Parker who was running straight toward him.


     “Come on, asshole.”


     Parker then saw the angry Morgan with his gun aimed between the eyes. He gave a wicked grin, took off running, and jumped off the cliff. Morgan stared in amazement as the fugitive jumped into the creek. He heard the screams of pain. Jackson Parker had made the mistake of landing on a boulder that jutted out of the creek.


     Morgan raised the gun and pointed at the injured man. Oh how he wanted to pull the trigger. He needed to pull the trigger. He couldn’t. He scampered down where the immobile Jackson Parker was hopelessly trying to get away. Jackson Parker had broken both ankles. He wasn’t going anywhere.


    


    * * * * *


    


     “Why didn’t Morgan kill Parker?” Dr Methvin asked a tired and weary Leon Ledbedder.


     “That’s something I’ve wondered about all these years. Jackson Parker stood trial and was given ten years. He could be paroled in three. He should have been dead. If it had been me at that creek, he wouldn’t have made it out alive.”


    


    


    


    


    


    


    


    Chapter 21


    


     The deputies handcuffed the injured Jackson Parker who was still howling in pain and cursing God and everybody for his capture. His bloodshot eyes were raging with hatred, and he didn’t know how close Morgan had come to blowing his brains out. Being unable to walk and handcuffed didn’t stop his vile rage from escaping his mouth.


     “You tell that bitch that I’m coming after her. Someday she will be mine, and you or nobody else will be able to stop me. That son of hers is gonna watch me with his precious mama and while I’m at it, I’ll do that fat assed wife of yours.”


     Morgan had taken about all he could stand. He took his revolver and cold cocked Jackson Parker across the face. Blood and teeth spewed out of his mouth. He spit a mouthful of blood on Morgan and started laughing. Uncontrollable and hideous, the laugh of a raving madman echoed throughout the woods. The sheriff stepped between the two men and put a gag in Parker’s mouth to stop the bleeding and to muffle whatever he might say next.


     “I don’t know why you didn’t shoot him, Morgan. You are a far better man than I am.”


     “I don’t know, Sheriff. I think I made a mistake of not killing him when I had the chance.”


     The sheriff nodded. The deputies pulled Parker to his feet. He winced with great pain when his weight settled on the broken and already swelling ankles. They were about five hundred yards from where they had parked on the other side of the creek. The deputies helped support Parker but made him walk the entire distance. Nobody made the effort to carry him, however, as they considered this part of his punishment. Besides that, the smell from just being close to him was almost nauseating. By the time they reached the sheriff department vehicles, he was almost delirious from the intense pain that consumed his body. The men crammed into the four vehicles with the sheriff sitting next to the now nearly unconscious Jackson Parker. Three deputies took Morgan back to the Turner house where there were people standing and milling about.


     After pulling in the drive and letting Morgan out, the deputies turned around and headed toward the hospital where the other law enforcement vehicles were going in order to take the criminal for treatment before heading to the jail. Morgan looked in the direction of the porch and saw the people, about thirty in all gathered in his yard and on the porch. He started walking up to the house, and everyone gathered around to greet him.


     “Did ya’ll get him?”


     “Anybody get hurt?”


     “Where is he? Is he dead?”


     Words flew from all over as people continued to pepper him with questions about what happened. Finally they quit long enough for Morgan to speak.


     “Jackson Parker is in custody. The sheriff and his deputies have him. He will be treated at the hospital for injuries and then sent to jail, where I hope he rots.”


     The people started applauding and cheering the good news. Louise came out of the house to see what the ruckus was about. Seeing Morgan she ran to him and gave him a hug and quick kiss on the cheek.


     “I’m so glad you are safe. Did ya’ll get him?”


     “Yes, he is in the company of the sheriff and about ten deputies at the hospital.”


     “Oh, thank God!”


     “What are all these people doing here?”


     “Well, when we didn’t open as usual this morning, they were worried so they started coming over here in droves. They buried the dogs, cleaned up the mess and painted the door. They have been so wonderful. I didn’t know we had so many friends. Morgan smiled and started thanking everybody and shaking hands and patting people on the back. The crowd started drifting away, their tasks done and satisfied that Jackson Parker was in custody.


     Morgan and Louise entered the house and Marilyn seeing Morgan ran into his arms. “It’s all over baby girl. Jackson Parker will be in jail for a long time, so things will return to normal.” She started weeping crocodile tears of joy and a beautiful smile returned to her face for the first time in days. Her countenance immediately seemed to change back to the youthful appearance that she had before the crisis.


     Leon walked into the bedroom to tell Petey the good news. He was sedated but still grinned when Leon told him. Doc Hendrix had earlier examined Petey and determined that along with the massive bruising in the face, he also had two cracked ribs on the left side of his chest. Being so young Petey would heal quickly, but the ribs would be sore for a few weeks. Petey got off lucky. He would miss a week of school but that was okay with him. Leon promised to bring his schoolwork each day and help him study, especially the math where he was so far behind.


     The next day the school bus picked up Leon as usual in front of the busy Turner Diner. He found his seat which was uncharacteristically empty due to Petey being laid up in his bed at the Turner’s house. He sat in silence until Becky boarded, at which point she eagerly rushed to him and gave him a hug and kissed his cheek. It was a moment Leon remembered forever - his first kiss from his first love.


     “Leon, I was so worried about you yesterday! Where’s Petey? Was there more trouble?”


     Leon started from the beginning, about finding the dogs slaughtered and hung on the porch, Petey being beaten by his own brother, and about the chase and capture of the man who caused all this trouble. She listened with her teary eyes wide open astonished at his tale.


     “Oh Leon, thank God you and Petey are safe.” She hung onto his arm the remainder of the trip.


     Miss Baker met Leon and Becky at the front door of the school house. “Leon, I’ve heard about your incident. Is Petey okay?”


     “Yes Ma’am. He is pretty banged up and has some broken ribs, but he should be back to school next week. I need to get his lessons, so he can get caught up.”


     “You tell Petey that I personally will drop by after school each day to help tutor him. He has the potential, but he just doesn’t want to use it. He told me that he was very upset that he isn’t in your class this year, so I think he may be ready to start applying himself.”


     “Thank you, Miss Baker. I think so too.”


     “Both you boys are very brave, and we are so very proud of you.” She gave him a hug which he readily accepted. How life changed so dramatically from one day to the next, from pain and horror to tenderness and joy. The bad was being totally overshadowed by the good.


    


    


    


    


    


    


    


    


    


    


    


    


    


    


    


    


    


    


    


    


    Chapter 22


    


     The fall days were gradually getting shorter and once in a while cooler and more pleasant than the hot dog days of summer. The leaves were not quite beginning their annual transformation from the green to the yellows, oranges, and reds. The summer crops had been picked and canned, the hay cut, bailed, and put away. The squirrels had filled their nests with the treasure of nuts found beneath the many trees. Migratory birds were arriving from the northern parts of the country and would soon fly further south for the coming cold winter months.


     Marilyn Ledbedder was busy, the kind of busy that made a person happy and content. She was writing another letter to her beloved husband to whom she had written at least three times weekly since he left for his last tour of the war. She had left out the horrors of Jackson Parker, because she didn’t want him to worry about the things he couldn’t do anything about. He needed his senses for the task at hand.


     Captain Tom Downey meanwhile didn’t have as much time to write his new wife. He tried to make sure she received a letter once a week from him, usually bright and cheery, full of love with all the good things a woman liked to be told. Not just because they were newlyweds and she would like to read those things, but because he actually felt them. Feelings he thought he would never have and then suddenly realizing that he was lucky to have ever felt them. He had enjoyed his Army career. He had never entertained any thoughts of doing anything else. Now he knew that there was something more important to him, and that made his past life lose its luster.


     Saturday, October 23, brought another letter to Marilyn. It was from Vietnam but it wasn’t Tom’s writing. The letter was from a Corporal John O’Linger, who Marilyn knew was one of Tom’s crew on the rescue helicopter. Her heart was racing as she opened the letter, since she thought this had to be bad news. Why else would a stranger send her a letter? The handwriting was hard to read with the slant and direction of a lefthander’s writing style.


     October 10, 1971


     Dear Mrs. Downey (So Tom told them he was married now, she thought. Well he would have to in order to tell them he was leaving in January. They had to know.) On September 30th, our unit was flying a rescue recon over an area where we were called to rescue a group of five soldiers whose unit had finished a skirmish with the enemy. Our helicopter began to experience mechanical problems in which we were forced to land a mile away from our destination. We landed in some rough jungle terrain and were immediately greeted by enemy fire. Captain Downey and I made our way around the area and approached four VietCong soldiers hidden in the dense brush. We were able to terminate them and call for another helicopter to pick up our unit. In the meantime, the original party we were sent to rescue called on the radio that they were in distress due to the appearance of several more of the enemy. We were able to hear their gunfire and hiked through the jungle to engage the enemy from the rear. This allowed the others to get themselves to where our unit was to be picked up. We then attempted to make our way back also when we were forced to split up due to encountering more of the enemy. I made it back, and we waited for the Captain when we began drawing gunfire. We were forced to leave the Captain there in order not to jeopardize the safety of the whole group. We unloaded them and took off for another point in the same area hoping to make contact with the Captain. We received radio communication from him saying it was too dangerous, to return to the camp and wait until the next day. We heard from him that morning with his new coordinates and arranged to unite in a clearing near where he was holed up. As we approached he radioed that we should abort as the enemy was converging at that area. We again returned to the base unsuccessful. We waited for two days for further word from the Captain when he radioed that we were to wait until further notice for his directions. We have not heard from him since except three days ago when he called and stated that his battery on the walkie-talkie was almost gone. He was trying to get to another unit which was ten miles from the area where he last was seen. We have flown overhead several times the last two days with little success.


     I personally have served the last three years with Captain Downey. I know his talents and knowledge is as good as any in this Army, and I feel he will make his way to safety. I felt it necessary to tell you these things in order for you to understand when you don’t hear from him during this time of his disappearance. We will not give up the search for him, as we all feel he is alive and doing everything possible to get back to us. Do not lose hope. He will be back.


     Very truly yours, John O’Linger, Corporal, U.S. Army


     Marilyn sat very still, totally numb and stunned, the light in her soul drained of its intensity. She read and re-read the same printed words over and over until she could almost quote them verbatim. The corporal was confident that her Tom was still alive, and she knew that he would do everything possible to be reunited with her. Did she have the strength to go through days, weeks or maybe even months of not knowing the fate of her husband? The wedding could be put off, but could she go through life dreading the day she heard of his death? What were the chances of him surviving alone in a hell-hole of a place surrounded by those who sought his life without the resources to communicate with any of his peers?


     She lay down on her bed praying for his safety, making promises to God that everyone makes when they reach the depths of despair. She felt a strange peace that she had not seen the last of her husband. She somehow knew that he was still alive. Call it God, call it a premonition, call it whatever you will, but she felt a confidence that she couldn’t explain. Marilyn made up her mind to keep living life, to live each new day as an opportunity to grow as a wife and a mother. He wouldn’t want her to waste her time and energies mourning over him, but to make herself useful and prepare for the day he returned. She could do that. She had to do that for Tom and herself and for Leon.


     Leon arrived back at the Ledbedder cottage late that afternoon after a long day of fishing with Morgan. He could sense that something was amiss due to there being no signs of supper being started which was their only meal alone together for the week. That was their usual time of togetherness, without the presence of the outside world, where they could talk about life, religion, hopes, and dreams. Leon made sure he was home every Saturday by suppertime. He wouldn’t outgrow wanting time with his mother like some teenagers do. She was still the most important and beloved person in his life with Becky rising daily toward that status. Nobody would ever take Mama’s place as front and center.


     He walked to Marilyn’s bedroom door and knocked gently on it. “Mama, are you all right?”


     “Come in Leon, I have something to show you.”


     Leon entered and was startled by Mama’s face which was puffy and red from crying. He sat on the edge of her bed, and Marilyn handed him the letter which now had some wet stains from her tears. Leon read and absorbed each word with tears welling up in his own eyes. He finished, and placed the letter back in the envelope, and lay down cuddling his mother. Neither spoke for quite some time as neither had adequate words to convey what they were feeling. The time crept by slowly, and darkness soon overtook the light in the room.


     “Leon, I have this feeling. I know Tom is still alive. I can’t explain it, but my heart can feel his calling mine. He will find his way home. I just know it.”


     “Mama, he is a great soldier and if anyone can survive out there, it’s Tom.”


     They lay there cuddled together, mother and son, until they both fell asleep.  


    


    


    

  


  
    


    


    


    


    


    


    


    


    Chapter 23


    


     Sunday morning found Marilyn ready early and walking down the hill to Louise’s house. The well worn letter was being carried inside her Bible as she wanted to get to church early in order to talk to the pastor and ask him to pray with her for Tom’s safe return. Showing the letter to Louise, she studied Louise’s reaction to the words written upon the paper by Tom’s comrade. Louise read silently with her mouth agape and a stirring of mourning in her eyes. She was secretly wondering how Marilyn seemed to holding up so well with this latest crisis in her life. How could this woman withstand so much heartache within the last few weeks with the craziness from Jackson Parker and now the disappearance of her new fiancé?


     “Oh God, Marilyn, I’m so sorry.”


     “I know, Louise. I feel so helpless, but I feel Tom is still alive. I feel it deep within my soul. He will come home to me, I just know it.”


     Louise gave her a hug and smile. A woman’s instincts and deeply felt feelings were rarely wrong. She trusted that Marilyn was right.


     “Can we go to church a little early? I want to talk to Pastor Armstrong and have prayer for Tom and his safety.”


     “Of course we can, Honey. Let me get my shoes and bag. Morgan and Leon can come a little later.”


     On the way to church, Louise asked, “Why did the Corporal address the letter to ‘Mrs. Downey’?”


     Marilyn smiled as her secret was found out. “I haven’t told anyone, but our last day together we got married in Shreveport.”


     “I knew it! I knew it!” Louise shrieked. “Oh, I wish I could have been there!”


     “I’m sorry I haven’t told you sooner, but you must not tell anyone before I tell Leon.”


     “Okay, but Morgan can tell when I have a secret, so you better let Leon know quickly.”


     “Ya’ll been married too long if he can read your thoughts.”


     “I know. Sometimes it’s scary. We can finish each other sentences at the same time with the same words.”


     “I hope Tom and I are able to have what you and Morgan have, Louise. I have never had a relationship like that. It would be so wonderful.”


     “It is at times, and at other times it is a pain in the ass.”


     Both ladies laughed.


     They showed the letter to Morgan after Sunday lunch. He studied it with worry, but he tried to be positive for Marilyn’s sake. He had been in World War II in Italy and understood the risks of being in enemy territory. He also understood that Vietnam was different due to the jungle and terrain that was conducive to an unseen enemy. They could be watching and waiting, and you wouldn’t even know it.


     “I know Tom and like Corporal O’Linger says, he is well trained and prepared for survival. If anyone can get out unharmed, it’s Tom Downey.”


     “I think so too, Morgan. I can feel him, he is trying to communicate that he is all right and will be home soon.”


     “I hope so, Babygirl.”


     Marilyn told Leon that night before bed that she had secretly wed Tom. Leon was glad for his mother, but sad at the same time that they had to be apart for who knows how long. He wanted nothing more than Momma’s happiness, she wouldn’t be truly happy again until Tom returned.


    


    * * * * * *


    


     Crazy Leon was staring at the ceiling as he lay down in his bunk at the Sanitarium. He was in the middle of a sleepless night, listening to the regular breathing of his roommate Walter Holmes, who was drugged to sleep every night for his and Leon’s own safety. He can picture his Mama brave and hopeful in the outside world but alone and weeping night after night in her closed bedroom. After Christmas she turned for the worse as there wasn’t any word one way or the other about her husband, and he was supposed to be home for good that very next month. Christmas had been solemn, but they celebrated together and then again with the Turners. It just wasn’t the same Mama, who had such a joy for life and people.


     Her physical appearance started its subtle changes. The smooth beautiful face that never needed much makeup was starting to get worry lines around the eyes which oftentimes were puffy from crying. She started getting just a few stray grey hairs that stood out against the dark brunette natural color that was Marilyn’s. She was still very beautiful, but some of the youthful features were gradually aging.


     Leon stayed with Marilyn after school as much as possible. He helped more at the diner and then walked with her home each day, day after day after day. Louise and Morgan were helpless. They talked to her as much as possible and tried to relay that no news didn’t necessarily mean the worst. There was some hope in January when the president announced that many American troops would be coming home by May and again in January 1973 when the Paris Peace Agreement was signed. American Prisoners of War were to be released by that April. Time marched on with no answers. It would have been better for her if they had declared him dead instead of the constant not knowing. Either way, it was hell.


     Life throws many curve balls at people. Sometimes it seems as if one family bears more than they should have to. Although life had its great joys and happiness for Leon and Marilyn, the hard times often made life miserable. During this time of worry and stress, Leon’s life was thrown upside down. Nothing is worse for a young man than heartbreak. The timing of such is never good, but in Leon’s case it was the worst time possible.


     Crazy Leon lay there reflecting on the day that he thought about every day of his life. He didn’t see this one coming. It hit him head on.


    


    


    


    


    


    


    


    Chapter 24


    


     Leon’s fifteenth birthday in the spring of 1972 meant learning to drive, a rite of passage for any young man his age. Marilyn didn’t have the nerves to teach him, so the job fell to a willing Morgan who gladly rose to the occasion. Leon was a fast learner and as in most things he tried, he was a natural. Although he couldn’t get his driver’s license until the next spring, he practiced with Morgan as often as he could in order to become as proficient as possible. Morgan’s truck was perfect for Leon to learn on, and he promised to let him have it on his sixteenth birthday. Leon told Mama who was happy for Leon and grateful to Morgan, although deep down she wished that Tom was around to teach him the things that young men needed to learn from older experienced men.


     Petey had returned to school that past November and had done an amazing job studying. By the end of the school year Miss Baker promised him that if he tried as hard in the tenth grade by the eleventh grade he could be in the advanced class. He was doing all he could to get back in class with Leon and Becky. He missed his friends.


     Leon promised Becky that he would try to get Marilyn to take him by her house a time or two during the summer break. The last day of school was sad for both as she would be busy working the fields, and he would be keeping his mother company and working in the diner. She had tears in her eyes as she gave both boys a hug and Leon a kiss on the cheek before she exited the bus. Leon watched her walk toward her shack until she went out of his view. He was going to miss that girl.


     The bus dropped Leon off at the diner, and he could tell that Marilyn was having a bad day by the sorrow written on her face. He walked up to her and gave her a hug. “I love you, Mama,” he whispered into her ear.


     She gave him all the smile she could muster. “I know you do, Leon. I love you more than anything in this world. I’m sorry I am such a mess right now. I am worried sick about Tom. I’ve got to do something to quit worrying for awhile.”


     “How about we take a trip somewhere and just do something together for a week or two?”


     Marilyn stared into his pleading blue eyes. “That would be so wonderful. Maybe Morgan and Louise can get along without us for a while. I’ll ask them tonight. You are such a good and thoughtful son, Leon.”


     “Only because I have such a good mother.”


     She gave him a real smile this time. He could see a little brightness behind the cloudiness in her eyes. There was a hint of a sparkle in there. He would do all he could to coax it out. He missed it.


     Marilyn finished cleaning and asked the Turners to sit down with her and Leon for a minute. Morgan looked a little quizzically at her when he plopped down and saw that she was a little nervous. “What’s the matter, Babygirl?”


     “I want to apologize for being so moody lately. You two have been so good to me, and now I feel like such a burden.”


     Louise interjected, “Marilyn Ledbedder, you are anything but a burden. You are just in a lot of turmoil right now.”


     “Louise, you know better than that. I have been all weepy and a big crybaby and I can’t be much fun to be around.”


     “She’s right, Louise.”


     “Morgan Turner, you are a shit.”


     They all laughed.


     “I need some time to get over this grieving. Leon suggested that he and I take some time off and go on a vacation for a week or two. He hasn’t seen any of the country, and I think now is a great time to do it.”


     Louise lit up. “That is a wonderful idea, Leon. Morgan and I have been talking about that very thing. You both could use some time together, and, now that school is out, it is the perfect time.”


     Morgan agreed. “Leon is growing up, and he hasn’t been anywhere but here the last eight years of his life. Take him to the beach or the mountains. He would love either place.”


     “Oh thank you! I promise to be better when we get back. I just need a break. I’m worn out from worry and can’t concentrate on work or church or anything else for that matter.”


     “Well, what are you waiting for, Babygirl? Get your arse out of here. We will see you in two weeks. No sooner or no later. More than that and you are fired.”


     They all laughed again. God that felt good.


     Marilyn and Leon were packed and ready for travel after they went to the diner for breakfast the next day. They decided they couldn’t leave without their farewells to Louise and Morgan, who managed to slip Leon thirty dollars to spend without his mother knowing it. Leon would tell her within the first five miles and Morgan knew it, but he didn’t want any fusses before they left. He would probably hear about it when they got back home.


     “I will call often telling you where we are and in order to stay in touch in case there is any news about Tom.”


     “You two just have fun, and don’t worry about things here. Be careful out on the road and for God’s sake, get some rest.”


     “I will Louise and thank you. You know we love you. You are like my mother, my best friend, and my teacher. You and Morgan are always there for us. I thank God for you everyday.”


     “Thank you, Sweetie. I think you and Leon have blessed us more than we have you, but either way, take care and come back safe and rested.” They hugged and kissed.


     “Morgan, if Tom is as good a husband and father as you are, Leon and I will be the luckiest people on earth.”


     Morgan smiled and kissed her on the cheek. “I love you too. Now get out of here before I change my mind.”


     Leon got his hugs and kisses in, and they made their way for the packed up Ford. “Which way are we going, Mama?”


     “I think first we should go to South Padre Island in Texas and stay on the beach for awhile. I hear they have deep-sea fishing and all sorts of things we can do. Then we can figure out where we want to go next.”


    


    * * * * * *


    


     “We spent five days at South Padre Island swimming, building sand castles and eating seafood. I had never had shrimp or oysters but I found out that I loved them. Mama let me go deep sea fishing with an old fisherman and his grandsons. I caught two large groupers, and we had a great time. The waves started getting too rough and I was getting seasick. They decided to go back to shore because a storm was brewing. It was a blast.”


     “What did you do after South Padre Island?” Dr. Methvin was busy scribbling something in his ever expanding file on Leon.


     “We drove across Texas to San Antonio where we toured the Alamo and spent a day at one of those water parks with slides and a wave pool. One day we just stayed in our hotel, went swimming in the pool and lay around. We talked about Tom, the Turners, Becky, and how good life really was to us. She told me stories about her childhood and her parents.”


     “Did she ever reconnect with her parents, Leon?


     “No. She never forgave them for not supporting her after she got pregnant. They didn’t visit her in the unwed mother’s home. She didn’t feel loved by them. Her parents were Louise and Morgan Turner. They claimed her as their daughter and me their grandson.”


     “She was very fortunate to stop there on the way to New Orleans when you left Arkansas.”


     “Mama says that God had it all planned. I believe she was right. Anyway we started for home and spent a night in Longview, Texas, before we came on home. We had a great trip and Mama came home a different person. It was like the world was lifted off her shoulders. We got home twelve days after we had left. When we got to the diner it was clean up time, and I could tell something was wrong. Louise and Morgan were glad to see us, but there was something bothering them. It was, up to that point in time the worst day of my life.”


     “Dr. Methvin looked intently at Leon who had a glazed look in his eyes. This would be a major turning point in his life. Leon began his tale of pain and heartbreak.


    


    


    


    


    


    


    


    


    


    


    


    


    


    


    


    Chapter 25


    


     Leon and Marilyn entered the diner. The customers had long since left and clean-up was about done. Morgan was counting the day receipts. Seeing them coming through the door, he stopped counting and rushed to give them a hug and Marilyn a kiss.


     “Welcome home!”


     “Oh, Morgan we had the best time, but it’s great to be back home again.”


     Louise rushed out of the kitchen and seeing Leon covered his face with kisses. He was smothered but didn’t mind in the least. He was as glad to see her as she was him. Louise and Marilyn hugged tightly, happy but crying that they were back together. They were silent for a few minutes, but then the words started flying out of both of them simultaneously.


     “How was your trip? What all did you do? You are looking so much better. You even have some color on your face. My goodness, we have missed ya’ll so much. Next time we are closing up and going with you.”


     “That will be the day when Morgan Turner closes this diner up to go on vacation!”


     Morgan grinned sheepishly. “Leon, take your mother’s car home and unload it. We have to talk to her for a little while.” He had a worried look about him that Leon caught, but he was obedient and left the diner. They heard the car start up and roll out of the parking lot towards the Ledbedder cottage.


     Marilyn was starting to get frightened. The serious look on Louise and Morgan’s faces meant bad news, and she was unprepared. “Is it Tom?”


     “No, there hasn’t been any word about Tom.”


     “Well, what is it then? This is scaring me.”


     “Do you remember when Herm Flanagan died?”


     “That poor old man who used to come get coffee and biscuits every Friday morning?”


     “That’s the one. He died back in January. Anyway Herm was actually the wealthiest man in this parish. He owned over five thousand acres and his two sons were just waiting for him to die.”


     “That’s horrible.”


     “Not really. Ole Herm deserved it. He did whatever he could to make money. Never satisfied. He had rented his land for farm land charging outrageous prices for rent. If the people couldn’t make their payments, he would force them out and rent it all over again. He was merciless.”


     “That’s so sad.”


     “Anyway, his two sons just wanted to sell it all and split the money so they could leave this area. They will probably be broke in no time. Money like that will ruin you if you don’t know how to use it wisely. Anyway, they just sold most of it to developers. Some of it will be resold for farm land. I’ve heard talk that some will be developed into a golf course, a shopping center, a small hotel and two restaurants.”


     “Are you scared that our business will suffer from the two restaurants, Morgan?”


     “Oh heavens, no! With Louise’s cooking and you as a waitress that is the least of my worries.”


     “Well, what is it then?”


     “The bulldozers have started knocking down houses and forcing families to leave. The Arnold place was the first to go.”


     “Oh God no! Leon’s friend Becky’s family?”


     “Yes. I’m afraid so.”


     “Where did they go? Did they find a place?”


     “Word is they moved up north somewhere.”


     Marilyn’s heart sank. Leon would be devastated. He and Becky had become so close that this would be tragic in his young life.


     “Why would they move up north?”


     “Family and jobs. His brother lives up there and is going to get him a job in a factory. They left three days ago. Becky came in with an envelope to give to Leon. She seemed very hurt that he wasn’t here. That was one sad little girl.”


     Marilyn had tears flowing down her face. Leon loved Becky. He told Marilyn that on the trip, although she had suspected it for quite some time. She knew how painful it was to be separated from someone you loved so much, and now she was dreading the torture that Leon would be feeling when she told him the news.


     “Where’s the envelope?”


     “It’s in your nightstand. If you need us tonight, let us know. Take off tomorrow just to be with Leon. He is going to need us all.”


     “Thank you. I love you both so much.”


     “We love you too. Let us hear from you in the morning sometime.”


     Marilyn walked out the door and was glad she had to walk home. She needed time to think about how to break the news to Leon. She had needed words of comfort and hope over the last few months. They helped somewhat but sometimes they were just empty words without promise. She needed to act them out now for Leon. How do you tell a fifteen year old boy that his girlfriend, the girl he told Marilyn that he was going to marry, was now living hundreds of miles away. She just had to be there for him-the way everybody was there for her. Only this time it seemed to hurt even worse. This time it affected the one true love of her life, her precious son.


     Leon had the car emptied and was sitting on the Turner’s front porch swing when Marilyn made it to the driveway. She had tried to dry the tears, but she wasn’t able to stop new ones from running down her face.


     Leon walked toward her and gave her a hug. She brushed the hair off his face and tried to smile. She was explaining about the Flanagans selling all their farmland when Leon got a stunned look on his face. A look that said he realized where she was going in this conversation; a look of shock and dismay, of hurt and despair. It wasn’t supposed to be like this. He and Becky were supposed to finish school together. They were going to get married, build a nice cozy home, and share their lives with each other. Till death do you part and all that. They would have children, someone to add to wonder of their life, to see parts of them both in someone so tiny, who they would love and cherish. A child they would watch grow and learn and experience the good things in life that Leon had experienced. His heart was in torment as he hugged his mother tighter, and they just held each other both in their grief and anguish. Forgotten was all the fun and pleasure they had experienced the last two weeks. In its place was the hopelessness and misery that had been Marilyn’s for the last few months.


     They walked hand in hand into their house. She took him to her bedroom, opened her nightstand drawer, and handed Leon a stuffed envelope. It had his name written in Becky’s handwriting and was still sealed. He looked at it and was dying to read its contents but at the same time was very scared of what it might say. Leon slowly opened the envelope and there were three pages, all handwritten. He glanced at his mother and she told him to take his time. She would go in the living room and give him some privacy.


     He unfolded the letter. It smelled of Becky.


     Dear Leon,


     How does someone tell another “Goodbye”? I can’t begin to imagine my life ever being the same without you. Since the first grade we have been true friends, and as we have grown up we are best friends. But much more than just being friends, I love you and I know you love me too. I often imagine us being together forever. You would make some lucky girl a wonderful and loving husband. I just wish it could be me.


     By now, you will have found out that we have been forced to move. The Flanagan brothers wouldn’t give us time to try to buy this land. They have sold all of their property to a group who is planning to develop it in order to make money. Everybody who rented from their father or who were sharecroppers on his property have been evicted. Even though this is the only house Janet and I have lived in, we loved our little house and all the hard work it took to farm the land. But losing all that and having to start over is much too hard for us. We don’t want to have to leave our home and farm, but we have no other choice. I begged father for us to stay but he needs to be able to work for money now. He says there is no other way.


     We will be going up north where there are plenty of higher paying jobs. We are going to be staying with my aunt and uncle until we have enough money to move to our own place. Father will work in a factory while mother will be in a sewing factory. Janet and I will go to school and after her senior year, she will find a job probably as a waitress or something. College will be out of the question unless we get scholarships. I just hope we aren’t behind all the other kids in school.


     I am so scared, Leon. I’m scared of being a stranger in a strange town and school. Those kids will probably make fun of us, about how poor we are and how we dress. That never bothered me before because there are a lot of people here that are just as poor. You always accepted me the way I am.


     I’m also scared of losing you, Leon. You are truly my best friend for life, and I don’t want to let you go. I am not going to give you my address, because there is no chance that we can ever be together. I want you to someday find another girlfriend who can be there with you. Not a girlfriend on pen and paper, but one you can talk to, touch, and see smile when she is happy to just be with you.


     I will be praying for you every night. Petey too. Take care of your mother and Miss Baker. I will treasure the memories of our time together forever.


     Your blessed friend who loves you dearly,


      Becky


     Leon noticed the tear stains on the last page. She had cried while writing her letter, and the tears that he was crying would forever be mixed with hers.


     He read the letter for the third time. He made a vow that someday he would find her again. She was too important to just let go. He swore it wouldn’t be the last time he saw Becky Arnold.


     Marilyn knocked on the door about an hour after Leon started reading the letter. She stroked his hair and rubbed his head for a few minutes. He gave her the letter to read. She read slowly with her heart and not her eyes. She saw the love that went into every word. After she finished, she folded the letter, put it into the envelope, and lay down cuddling her hurting son. They didn’t speak. They lay there until sleep overtook them.


    


    * * * * * *


    


     Dr. Methvin looked at the letter that Becky had written Leon more that twenty years previously. The letter had been folded and unfolded hundreds of times and tape was holding it together. It wasn’t the writing of a schoolgirl but of a young woman. The tone was that of someone who loved someone so deeply that they had to let them go in order for them to live their life. She could have promised to write or to come back, but in reality there was just no way that that would have happened. She had made the ultimate sacrifice, but the pain of Leon’s loss only added to the mental stress that caused his breakdown. He gave the letter back to the weeping Leon. If time heals all wounds, it must do it at a snail’s pace.


    


    

  


  
    


    


    


    


    Chapter 26


    


     School started back for Leon’s tenth grade year with intense boredom and loneliness for Leon Ledbedder. He and Petey still shared the same seat on the bus, although Petey would again spend the year in the underachiever’s class. Leon was watching as they passed by where Becky was always standing to be picked up. He was almost expecting the bus to stop there and for her and Janet to climb onboard with their usual smiles, but the house was gone and the fields were neglected just waiting for bulldozers to begin their devastation. It only made Leon more morose to see the remnants of Becky’s house. He was unusually quiet even though Petey did his best to cheer him up with his foolishness. He did manage to extract a grin or two out of Leon, but that was progress. Petey never gave up on this kind of a challenge.


     Miss Baker was waiting and greeting all the students at the front door as she had the year before. She gave both boys a hug and gave Leon a sympathetic smile. “Leon, anytime you want to talk, my office is open.”


     “Thank you, Miss Baker. I just may take you up on that.”


     “Petey, we saw what you are capable of last year. Make us just as proud this year.”


     Petey grinned. “Miss Baker, for you I will do anything. You know I love you.”


     Miss Baker smiled. “You, Petey Parker, are a delight.”


     The boys walked to their separate classrooms.


     Tenth grade was more challenging for Leon. Besides geometry, English literature, biology, and world history, there was no Becky to help motivate him. He trudged through the school year getting the highest marks in the class once again.


     In the late fall he decided to go see Miss Baker in her office. “What are the chances for a scholarship after I graduate?”


     “Leon, with your grades, work ethics, and hunger for knowledge, you will probably get several offers. I think even West Point or the Naval Academy will accept you if you keep up the excellent work.”


     “Have you heard anything about Janet or Becky Arnold? I’m sure you had to send their transcripts to another high school.”


     “Leon, the Arnolds asked me to keep their whereabouts private. I wish I could tell you where they are. I really do; but I made a promise, and I intend to keep it.”


     “I understand. I just miss Becky terribly.”


     “I know Leon. There is nothing more painful than losing someone so close to you due to death or distance.”


     “You talk like you have lost someone close.”


     “I have Leon. Maybe I’ll tell you about it someday. In the meantime, work as hard as you can. We will get started contacting schools after your junior year.”


     Leon never asked Miss Baker about Becky again. He did however mention it to Petey. It wasn’t long until Petey had a plan. He wouldn’t tell Leon because he didn’t want to get him in trouble.


     The day before Christmas break, Petey unlocked the window in his homeroom. He would sneak over on his bicycle late at night and crawl through the window. He would then pick the lock on Miss Baker’s office and find the Arnold’s files. It would have to say where copies of their records were sent. It would be simple. Petey snuck out of his house about eleven o’clock that night. Although it was very chilly, he was hot and sweaty by the time he arrived at school. The unlocked window squeaked when he pulled it open, but there was nobody there to hear the noise. Petey entered the school and walked down the hall to the locked principal’s office. He pulled out a knife and wiggled the blade into the lock and after a few minutes was able to turn the knob opening Miss Baker’s door. Turning on his flashlight, he found the cabinet with all the student files in it. That lock was a little harder, but he had it jimmied before long. He grabbed his own file first. It was full of old reports from teachers about all the times he got in trouble from the first grade through the present. He read some of the pages and couldn’t help laughing out loud. Miss Baker had a note stating he would be placed in the advanced class with a good tenth grade year.


     Next, he pulled out Leon’s file. It contained nothing but praises from all his teachers. There was some correspondence from the National Honor Society and even some letters from local colleges requesting information about his future plans. Miss Baker had written nothing but praises for Leon about his outstanding character and many academic achievements. Petey almost got disgusted reading Leon’s file. He placed it back in the order it belonged.


     Petey made his way to the A’s to find Becky and Janet Arnold’s files. They were not where they should be in alphabetical order. He searched throughout the entire group of students files to no avail. He started prowling through Miss Baker’s desk searching for the missing files when the light suddenly came on. There standing with arms folded was Miss Baker and a deputy from the sheriff’s department who Petey recognized from when he was questioned about Jackson’s assault on him.


     “Petey Parker, there had better be a good explanation of why you are here rifling through my desk.”


     The deputy stepped toward Petey but was held back by Miss Baker. “That’s all right deputy, I will handle this. Thanks for notifying me.”


     “Okay Ma’am, but if this little man causes you any more trouble, you just call us.”


     “Thank you.”


     The deputy made his way out of the school and into the night. Miss Baker sat down at her desk and motioned Petey to sit in the chair used to interview students. “Now I want the truth and I expect you not to leave out any details.”


     “I am here for of one reason. I came to check to see if I could find out where Becky Arnold moved. Leon is miserable without being able to talk or write to her. I just couldn’t stand by and do nothing when he is so depressed.”


     “Petey, if I could reveal that information, believe me I would. Leon is a special child, and I hate what has happened to him also. The parents have made it quite clear that they do not want that information released.”


     “Did they tell you why?”


     “Yes, but that too is privileged information. Now that we have that cleared up, there is still the matter of you breaking and entering the school and my office, and going through private files. Petey, you are a good friend to Leon, although I was worried back in the first and second grades that you would cause him to get in constant trouble.”


     “I’ve done much better the last two years though haven’t I?”


     “Yes. I am quite proud of the way you have matured since you have arrived in high school, but this is unacceptable.”


     Petey looked down at his feet. He fell silent and waited for Miss Baker to hand out his punishment.


     “Okay, Petey. Your punishment is this. I am going to the sheriff’s department and talk to the sheriff to see if it would be possible for them to take you to the jail to talk to the prisoners about life behind bars. Then I want a five thousand word essay on why crime is not the life that you want to live. I want that done by the first day we return to school. I also want a promise that nothing like this will ever happen again. Are there any questions?”


     “Yes ma’am. Do you still love me?”


     Miss Baker couldn’t resist a chuckle. “Go home, Petey.”


     Neither Petey nor Miss Baker told Leon about what happened that night. Petey was escorted to the parish jail where he was introduced to some of the more hardened criminals. They had been warned by deputies to advise Petey how bad life was in prison to dissuade him from ever wanting to spend time behind bars. Petey was given a tour of the sheriff’s department and was even taken on some patrols by a couple of the deputies. He fell in love with all things associated with law enforcement and the men seemed to enjoy having him around. Petey had found his calling. How ironic that the brother of the most vicious criminal around wanted to become a deputy.


    

  


  
    


    


    


    


    Chapter 27


    


     When Leon looked back at his life, the entire tenth grade and the first half of the eleventh grade was inching along at a snail’s pace. The schoolwork was done at school, and he was lonely for Becky. The first thing he did after school was run home to check the mail to see if anything might have arrived from her. Day after day he was disappointed, but that didn’t deter him from that daily routine. His friend Petey took the school bus to the sheriff’s department everyday after school let out. They were training him in the procedures that one must know to become a deputy. He was learning the paperwork trail, how to investigate a crime scene, how to interview witnesses, and other relevant procedures. He rode with two different deputies who kept him out of harm’s way, but also helped him fulfill his newfound love of law enforcement. The sheriff promised him the lowest possible job in the department after he graduated high school, and Petey worked hard to learn all he could before that time.


     With Petey busy after school, Leon spent his time helping at the diner. That was usually only an hour or two a day due to it closing soon after the lunch crowd was gone. He and Morgan went fishing or hunting a couple of times a week, and the rest of his life was devoted to his mother. She was like Leon, watching and waiting for word on her husband. Like Leon her waiting was fruitless until the end of winter in 1974. Leon came rushing into the diner with a letter from Corporal O’Linger. She tore into it hurriedly.


     March 10, 1974


     Dear Mrs. Downey,


     I apologize for not writing sooner. I have both good news and bad news for you. Since the war is over most American prisoners have been returned to us. Not all have but we will continue the negotiations for all their releases. Private John Massey was released on February 15 of this year. He was in a prisoner of war camp near where Captain Downey last communicated with us. Private Massey reports that the Captain is indeed alive and still in the hands of the enemy. He is being held hostage due to his high rank and will probably be used as a bargaining chip somewhere down the road. We are diligently seeking his release. Please don’t lose the faith. I have told Private Massey to contact you with any personal information he might know. He will fly to the states later this month and after debriefing and a full psychological examination will be in contact with you.


     Truly yours,


     Corporal John O’Linger


     Marilyn was crying tears of joy knowing for the first time in over two years that Tom was still alive, although a prisoner of a vicious enemy. She danced around showing Louise and Morgan the letter. Leon was thrilled for his mother. She looked ten years younger just after reading the letter. Now he was hoping the wait wouldn’t be too long, because she had suffered enough. She again had hope, and with hope she began to live again.


     With the spring came the rains and the storms. It was Thursday, May 2. Lunch was over, and the winds were picking up. Dust was flying and looking out of the window at the diner, Leon could see the pines across the way bending over with the gusts. The hired help had gone home, and Louise and Marilyn were washing the pots and pans that hadn’t already been cleaned. Morgan was counting the receipts, while Leon was busy sweeping and mopping the floor.


     The telephone rang. Morgan answered and listened without saying anything until he said, “Thanks,” and hung up the phone.


     “That was Petey at the sheriff’s department. He said there was a tornado sighted just five miles from here and for us to take cover. Apparently it’s headed this direction. Let’s get to the storm shelter.”


     Louise and Marilyn stopped their dish washing and Leon laid the mop down. They quickly headed out the front door into the wind and rain. Morgan locked the door, and they jumped into his truck to get home faster. He pulled into the driveway and everybody jumped out. Louise ran into the house and started opening windows, so the air pressure would equalize hoping to save her home. Leon and Marilyn ran to storm shelter and climbed down the stairs into the darkness. Morgan went inside and grabbed some flashlights out of his bedroom dresser and hollered at Louise. She apparently had left because she didn’t answer. He ran out the back door to the storm cellar.


     The roar came from the west. It sounded like a train as the tornado passed across the road from the Turner house. Morgan closed the door of the cellar and turned on one of the flashlights. He saw Marilyn and Leon huddled together and handed Leon the other flashlight. Glancing around the storm cellar he didn’t see Louise. Panic started to set in as he realized that she wasn’t there with them.


     “Where’s Louise?”


     “Last I saw her she ran into the house,” Marilyn answered.


     The wind started slacking up. Although the rain was still beating down with some force, Morgan opened the door and peered out of the storm cellar. Thank God he thought when he saw that both houses were still standing. There were some trees down across the road, and he could see three down in his yard.


     “I’m going to go find her!” Morgan shouted above the sound of the wind and rainfall. “You two stay here until it’s safe.”


     Morgan started out and closed the door. He ran to his house and entered the back door yelling Louise’s name. Searching every room, there was no Louise. The mailbox was blown over, and two of the front windows had been shattered by the force of the wind. He went out the front door and found the chairs all blown off the porch and flower pots busted with plants scattered all about. He circled the house and ran back to the storm cellar to see if she had finally made it there.


     Leon and Marilyn were surprised to see Morgan return so quickly but without Louise. “Did you not find her?”


     “No, the worst is over. Marilyn, you go look in your house. Leon, check the barn and the land between here and there. I’m going back to the house and search there.”


     Marilyn made her way to her cottage and entering the front door didn’t notice any damage. The further from the road the less destruction there seemed to be. She yelled for Louise and searched all the rooms, but there wasn’t any evidence that she had been there. She finished her search and made her way back toward the storm cellar. Leon rejoined her about a minute later reporting that the barn was okay, and there was no indication that Louise had been there either. They decided to join Morgan in his search around the Turner house.


     Marilyn circled one side of the yard while Leon walked around the other side each calling out her name time and time again. They saw Morgan bent over a downed tree trying to move it unsuccessfully. They ran to him and looking under the branches they saw a leg with Louise’s shoe lying next to the foot.


     “Oh God, get it off her!” Marilyn screamed. “Hurry!”


     They all three grabbed the trunk of the tree, but it was still too heavy to bulge. Morgan, tears running down his dirty wet face, ran into his tool shed and grabbed a long metal bar. He stuck it underneath the fallen tree and straining with adrenaline and brute strength pried up on the end. It raised far enough that Leon and Marilyn could grab both feet and pull Louise out from under the tree. One look at her face and they knew she had been killed instantly. The tree had struck her in the back of the head driving her head down between her shoulders, breaking her neck. In her tightly clutched hands were Jimmy’s photo and the American flag that was on his casket at the funeral.


     “Oh God, no, no, no, no God, please no!!!” Morgan was kneeling beside her hugging her motionless body, as Marilyn and Leon were fiercely hugging and trying not to see the damage to Louise’s body.


     Leon couldn’t believe how someone so alive just ten minutes ago could be so lifeless. Morgan kept rocking her back and forth, believing yet not believing that Louise would never hug him back ever again.


     “Why did she have to go back and get the photo and flag? Why didn’t she just run to the storm cellar? Oh God, why?”


     Marilyn stooped down behind Morgan hugging his back as he held his now dead wife. Leon, crying for his adoptive grandmother, for Morgan, for Marilyn, and for himself, knew life as it had been for all those years would never be the same. Louise was his advisor, his friend, and surrogate mother. She was their savior, saving them from a lifetime of struggling of trying to find their way in life. She had shown them when they were complete strangers, kindness and mercy which quickly became love and friendship. She was the glue that held them all together in good times and bad, and now she was gone.


     Leon went inside to call the sheriff to report the accident. The phone lines were dead and there was no hope of sending them a message. He got in Morgan’s truck and drove past the diner, which had no damage, and down the road toward town. Finding the first house with their lights on, he knocked on the door and asked to borrow their phone. The dispatcher took his message and promised to call the sheriff and the coroner. They would have to be patient, as three more people were killed when their house collapsed on them.


     When he got back to Morgan and Marilyn, they were still there holding vigil over their loved one. Leon gave them the message that it would be some time before they would get help.


     “Leon, I don’t want to leave her out here in this dampness. Do you think you and your mother could grab her legs and lift? I will lift her under the arms and we will carry her into her house. I can’t just leave her out here.”


     Leon had never seen a dead body much less touched one, but this was family. As he and Marilyn lifted her legs, Morgan picked up her torso. They carried her body to her bedroom where they lay her down. Marilyn got a washcloth and a pitcher of water and cleaned her face, hands, and feet. Leon sat still watching the act of love from his mother who took her time cleaning up her precious best friend. Morgan sat by Louise’s head stroking her wet hair, sobbing, and blaming himself for what happened. Time moved slowly, but they weren’t in a hurry to give her body up to the coroner.


     Two sheriff vehicles and the parish coroner pulled into Morgan’s driveway about 8:30 that night. They knocked on the door, and Leon opened it for them to come in. Sheriff Mansell with two deputies and the coroner walked slowly into the house. Leon led them to the back bedroom where Louise’s body lay. The sheriff looked solemnly at the body and then Morgan. “Morgan, I am so sorry. I know there is nothing I can say to ease your pain, but that lady was an angel.”


     “I know that more than anyone, Sheriff.”


     The men looked down at the body with no since of urgency, time was not important. The survivors wanted to be in the presence of the body as long as possible. The coroner officially pronounced Louise Turner as deceased and left them. He told them that Joseph Sparks of the Sparks Funeral Home would be there within an hour to pick up the body. The sheriff and his men paid their last respects and went back the way they came.


     Marilyn sat down on the bed and held Morgan’s free hand as he continued to stroke Louise’s hair. Leon sat in the chair in the corner of the room reminiscing aloud what he could remember about meeting the Turners. He could remember his first meal at the diner and walking to the cottage with Mama and Louise. He could remember going to church with them where they first met Petey Parker and Miss Baker. He remembered the many times when Louise would show Marilyn how to cook, what to add to make things better, and how not to overcook the chicken. He started crying when he told them that he was going to miss that hug from Louise every morning when he got to the diner to eat his breakfast and how she always told him that she loved him. The realization that she would never again do any of those things started to hit Leon. This was the first time that he had tasted death. He knew he would see her someday after he died, but that did little to alleviate his sorrow. He started crying hard, so hard that Mama turned loose of Morgan and went over to hold Leon.


     Joseph Sparks arrived with a helper. Morgan led them into the bedroom and they went about the business of placing Louise’s body into a body bag. Not wanting to view that as it would be horrible to watch her being closed up into a bag, Morgan, Marilyn, and Leon went into the living room and started making plans.


     “Morgan, do you know what she would want to be buried in?”


     “I believe her favorite is that light blue dress she wore on Easter.”


     “She looked so wonderful in that dress.”


     Leon looked at them both in amazement. “Why are you talking about that, now? She’s still in this house, and ya’ll are talking about the funeral?”


     “Leon, usually they bury people the second day after they die. The undertaker gets the body ready and there is a viewing that night. She must be prepared, hair, makeup, and dress, so that people can give their last respects before the funeral,” Marilyn replied.


     “She would want to be buried next to Jimmy in the churchyard. She has mentioned that several times.”


     “I wish we had met Jimmy. She has told us so many tales about him that he feels like my brother.”


     Morgan gave her a smile. “You and Leon have helped us so much in getting over some of the pain of Jimmy’s death. She used to go to his grave about three times a week with new flowers and sit there for hours telling him about her day. That is why she grew so many flowers around here, but after you came she started letting go. She became the old Louise. You and Leon brought her back to life, and for that I am eternally grateful.”


     Marilyn got up from where she was sitting and went to sit beside him. Cuddling up with Morgan, they held on to each other and cried about the good and the bad times. They mourned there for hours. Leon fell asleep from the sheer exhaustion of the day and its stressful events. He withdrew inside himself and didn’t want to face the day they would put Louise in the ground.


    


    


    


    


    


    


    


    


    


    


    


    


    


    Chapter 28


    


     The next morning Morgan woke up before daylight as usual despite having a very fitful night of sleep. He took a simple wreath that Marilyn had made the night before with some of Louise’s flowers and put it on the door of the diner along with a note stating that they would be closed for a week. He would go back later and post the hours of the viewing and the time of the funeral that next day.


     Taking his time walking home, he contemplated what he was thinking about just before he fell asleep the night before. He was torn between what he should do: whether to close down the diner or keep it open. If he closed, he would put Marilyn and the other employees out of work. But on the other hand, he didn’t need or want the money. He decided not to make any rash decisions.


     When he arrived back home, he smelled bacon frying and knew that Marilyn was busy preparing breakfast for the three of them. He walked in and gave her a hug and peck on the cheek. She looked worn out, and he knew she hadn’t slept much either. Her eyes were puffy and red from crying, but she tried hard to have a smile for him. He could tell it was forced. There wasn’t anything for either one of them to smile about after yesterday. Leon was helping by making the biscuits. He had learned well under Louise’s tutelage. They could manage the diner quite well if he decided to let it go.


     Breakfast was mostly silent with just talk about the funeral. Morgan knew Louise’s favorite song was “Amazing Grace”. She would want David Thompson from the church choir to sing it. His baritone was perfect, and it was as if the song was written for him to sing. The preacher, of course, would do the funeral itself. The Reverend Michael Armstrong had been the pastor of the Bethany Baptist Church for the past twenty-one years and he was like family. The church would probably be overflowing. Louise was a lifelong member and much loved by everyone who met her.


     Morgan got a call around nine that morning from Janice Sparks, the wife of Joseph of the Sparks Funeral Home. They would like him there at eleven to discuss the arrangements and for him to bring the burial clothes. Marilyn was to go with him, as he felt she should be there to help with any decisions that women would know about. She and Leon were all he had left after losing his only son and his beloved wife of forty-two years.


     They pulled up to the funeral home and went inside. It was dark and had flowery wallpaper that had been plastered on the wall decades before. They were ushered into Joseph Spark’s office by his wife, and she went to pour them some coffee.


     “I don’t like this place,” Marilyn whispered.


     “It is old and out of date,” he replied.


     “Let’s have the funeral at the church. I think Louise would have wanted the services to be there.”


     Morgan nodded just as Mr. Sparks entered and shook Morgan’s hand.


     “Mr. Turner, I am so sorry about your loss. Everyone I’ve talked to today had a great respect for her.”


     “Thank you.”


     Mr. Sparks, bald with horn rimmed glasses perched on his narrow sharp nose, looked to Marilyn. “Is that the dress?”


     “Yes sir. She looked so beautiful in it Easter. It was her favorite.”


     “Very good. Have you a time and preacher for the services?”


     Morgan looked at the undertaker. “We have decided to have her funeral at Bethany Baptist with Brother Armstrong doing the service.”


     “Very well. I suggest two o’clock. That usually gives the farmers time to clean up after working in the fields.”


     “That is fine.”


     “Have you thought about a casket and the tombstone?”


     “The casket should be oak while the tombstone should be a double one similar to the one we have for our son, Jimmy. I will be buried next to her when it is my time to go.”


     “Jimmy Turner. Oh yes, soldier killed in Korea. I remember that funeral. The six gun salute by the Army was very impressive.”


     Marilyn spoke up quietly, “Mr. Sparks. If it is all right with Morgan, I would like to do her hair and makeup.”


     Morgan looked at her with some surprise on his face.


     “Are you sure, Marilyn?”


     “I need to Morgan. If you don’t mind.”


     “I know Louise would have loved for you to do that for her. I do too.”


     “Okay, that is settled. Will all this be cash or do you prefer a payment plan at ten years and ten percent interest?”


     “This will be cash. I wish to prepay mine, so that that will be taken care of when I die. I don’t want this young lady to have to worry about the details.”


     “Very well, Sir. I will have the bill ready tonight. After the viewing come to my office and we will complete the process.” Looking at Marilyn he continued, “You can come about two p.m. and do her makeup and hair. We will have the viewing from six o’clock until nine, if that is okay with everyone.”


     They agreed with his suggestions.


     “Call Reverend Armstrong so he can get the church set up and handle your requests this afternoon. He will need a list of pallbearers. Sometimes it takes time to get everything done to specifications.”


     “Thank you, Mr. Sparks.”


     They left the undertaker studying their requests and writing up his bill. In the car on the way home Marilyn looked over at Morgan. “That Mrs. Sparks sure is lucky. I bet she has more fun than a fly at a fertilizer factory.”


     Morgan laughed heartily and finally smiled a genuine smile. “He is a homely boring ole cuss, ain’t he?”


     She held his free hand all the way home.


     Two o’clock found Marilyn back at the Sparks Funeral Home with Louise’s makeup and hair supplies. The creepy Mr. Sparks led her back to the holding room where Louise had been dressed and was ready for Marilyn’s attention. She looked so serene, without a care in the world, and quite beautiful in her Easter dress. Marilyn had brought some curlers and went about heating them up while she worked on the makeup.


     Marilyn didn’t like the silence, as Louise was usually having a conversation with her whenever they were together. Marilyn just started a one-sided conversation with her friend as she worked on her face. “I wonder what you are seeing up in heaven, Louise. Morgan is holding up the best he can, but I can tell that he is dealing with a great burden in his soul with you gone. He already paid for his own funeral. He says so that Leon or I won’t have to worry with it after he dies. He is so very thoughtful. I know he won’t ever get over you being gone, but I hope he can experience some happiness before it is his time. You were his life, and now he is going to be all alone in your house where everything says, “Louise Turner”. Your flowers all over the place, the kitchen where you fixed his meals, and the bedroom with that beautiful quilt that you worked so long and hard on are reminders of you and your life together. What am I going to do now without talking to you? You gave me the best advice whenever I needed it and when I was hurting you were always there to help pick me up.”


     She finished her face. Louise looked like Louise did every Sunday when she was ready for church, except there was no sparkle in her closed eyes. Marilyn got out the curlers and started working on Louise’s hair which had already been washed. “Poor Leon. You are the one he wanted to talk to about his problems, because you listened so well especially when I was so down about not knowing if Tom was alive or dead. When Tom gets back, he will be devastated that you are gone. I am so glad you never gave up hope that he was alive. I didn’t tell you but I did. But now maybe they can get him out of that prisoner of war camp and bring him back home. I’m going to need him more than ever now that you are gone.”


     The tears started their journey down her face, something that had been occurring far too often lately. “Oh, Louise, why did you have to go now? You are my blessed friend and my guardian angel. There will never be a day when I don’t think of you and about how lucky I am to have had you in my life everyday for the last ten years. It seems like yesterday, but it was a whole lifetime ago when you took us in and gave us a new life. We will always be grateful to you and Morgan, and I promise we will do our best to look after him. He will not go without love and Leon and I will try to help him live a happy productive life.”


     She took the curlers out and brushed Louise’s hair in her normal style. “Oh look at you. You were always so beautiful. I love you Louise. I had to do this because I needed some alone time with you, and I wanted to fix you up the exact way you looked everyday.” Marilyn packed up all the hair supplies and makeup. She bent over and gave Louise a kiss on the cheek and walked out comforted in knowing that she got to say a proper goodbye.


     


    


    


    


    


    


    


    


    


    


    


    


    


    Chapter 29


    


     Morgan, Marilyn and Leon arrived back at the funeral home dressed in their Sunday clothes a few minutes before six that night. The parking lot was already crowded with the people from all over the parish who wished to give their last respects to the woman who had touched them in so many ways. They made their way to the casket and Morgan looked for several moments at his departed wife. He placed the photo of Jimmy that Louise was holding when she died in the coffin with her as well as the U.S. flag. “Those were the most important things she possessed. I’m letting her have them.”


     He gave Marilyn a hug and a kiss on her head. “You made her look like she always looked. I think you missed your calling.” They shared a smile, and Marilyn was happy that Morgan thought she had fixed Louise like she would have wanted.


     The three hours went by quickly. Most stopped and told Morgan little things about Louise and how much she would be missed. The sheriff’s department was all there in full uniform, and Leon was surprised to see that Petey had one on also.


     “Petey, are you a deputy now?”


     “No, but after I get my high school diploma and pass the state test I will be. Then you had better watch out, you hardened criminal.”


     Leon laughed, and Petey went with the others to give their condolences to Marilyn and Morgan. Marilyn gave Petey a hug and kiss. “Petey Parker, you have made me so proud. Just look at you!”


     “Thank you, Miss Ledbedder. If you need any protecting you just let me know. I’ll be the first one there.”


     Morgan heard that and had to chuckle. Petey walked up to him and shook his hand. “Mrs. Louise was special to me. She treated me like I was someone special instead of some poor trashy kid, and I am going to miss her so much.”


     “Thank you, Petey. You were a joy to watch grow up, although I was wondering which side of the bars you were going to be on. Looks like you made the right choice.”


     After all of Louise’s Sunday School ladies passed through the line and most of the folks who had patronized the Turner Diner and Gas Station, the line began to thin down. Leon counted over six hundred people that he had shook hands with and there were many who didn’t make it over to him.


     It was well after ten o’clock when the last visitors left the funeral home. Mr. Sparks walked over to where they were standing by the casket and looking at Louise for the last time that night. “That was the largest crowd we have had for a viewing in years. Mrs. Turner was well loved to have that many guests.”


     “Yes, she was. She was something special,” Marilyn replied.


     Morgan kept looking at his wife. “I need some time alone with her for just a few minutes.”


     “Sure, Mr. Turner, you take your time.”


     Marilyn gave Louise a kiss and patted Morgan on the arm. Leon touched Louise’s hand and realized that this was the last time he would ever see her. He started sobbing and Morgan gave him a long embrace. “We will see her again, Leon. She loved you so much. You and your mama was all she talked about when we were alone.”


     Leon took Marilyn’s hand, and they walked out giving Morgan the time and space he needed. Morgan whispered to Louise, “I wish I could crawl in there and go with you. It wasn’t supposed to happen this way because I was supposed to go first. Forgive me, baby, for what I’m about to do. I love you.” He stroked her hair and gave her a final kiss. Walking out of the room without looking back, Morgan Turner left his beloved wife in the quiet of the night.


     They all slept more soundly that night, although the pain was still intense and fresh. They passed out from sheer exhaustion. The yard had been cleaned up by the good folks who knew Morgan didn’t have the time and didn’t need to see the downed tree under which his wife had laid. People had rallied around them once again and it was definitely appreciated.


     The next morning Marilyn came to Morgan’s and started cooking breakfast for him and Leon. “You know, Marilyn, you can’t come over here and cook everyday. You have a life too.”


     “I know Morgan, but I needed something to do to keep occupied and besides you need the company.”


     “I appreciate it, Babygirl. Where is Leon?”


     “He is taking a long walk. He said he needed to think. He will be here in a few minutes. By the way, is your shirt ironed for today?”


     Morgan laughed. “Louise barely got the clothes dried before she ironed them. I am set for a while.”


     “I should have known. That woman had you spoiled.”


     “More than you know”, and he fell silent.


     Leon came through the kitchen door and gave Morgan a hug. “We need to fix those broken windows and get some new flowerpots before all the plants die.”


     “We will go to the hardware store after breakfast and get some supplies. I can’t just sit around, or I think too much. I think we can get the windows in before lunch.”


     Morgan and Leon drove off to town and the hardware store where Morgan bought two new windows to replace the broken ones. He also purchased some new flower pots with several bags of potting soil. When they arrived home they found Marilyn had the porch cleaned up with the broken pots swept up. She also had separated the flowers into bunches ready to replant.


     “Let me pot the flowers while you two replace the windows.”


     That was perfectly fine with Morgan, and he soon had the old windows out. He showed Leon how to fix the sash and put the new windows in. It took them the rest of the morning and by then Marilyn had Louise’s flowers repotted. They quickly ate lunch, and Marilyn and Leon went home to bathe and get ready for the funeral.


     The preacher was there praying over Louise’s casket when they arrived just after one. The front of the church was covered in flowers, stands full of roses, pink, red, and Louise’s favorite yellow. The casket was closed, and they gathered with the preacher in prayer. The pianist arrived soon after and began softly playing some of the hymns that had echoed for years throughout the Bethany Baptist Church. The pallbearers came by and gave their respects to the family, and mourners started arriving and filling up the pews. Morgan, Marilyn, and Leon occupied the front row, and they were inwardly examining their many thoughts-some good but mostly of pain and loss. Finally at two o’clock, the Reverend Michael C. Armstrong walked behind the pulpit that he had occupied for hundreds of Sundays. The tall lean man with his slicked back gray hair looked into the front row seeming to see inside the very hearts of its occupants. He began in a slow and deep tone, one that commanded reverence and respect.


     “There aren’t many things I dislike about being a pastor, but one is having to bury someone who is not only a church member, but a friend and a very deeply loved one. This woman was selfless, giving, loving, and full of life. She did many tasks at this church that nobody else would do without complaining, even though her life was full and busy. She deeply loved her husband, her deceased son, and her dear friend and adopted daughter and grandson. She spoke with pride of them all and blessed them with her love and kindness. If there are angels walking the face of the earth, Louise Turner was the highest of the high. I feel blessed to have been her pastor and friend for so many years and I am having great difficulty imagining this earth without her presence.


     Our loss is heaven’s gain. More than loving her family and friends, she loved her Savior. I know the angels are rejoicing in her presence, and her mansion is grand and glorious. To her husband, I offer my deepest sympathy. Losing someone so dear, so unexpectedly, is something that is life changing. I hope that you find comfort in knowing that she is still among us in spirit. When I see all these flowers, especially the yellow roses, I think of Louise Turner. When I see this church filled to honor someone so special, I will think of Louise Turner. When I hear the many testimonies of all I have had conversations with the last two days, I think of the many good and wondrous works of Louise Turner. When the Bible says to love your neighbors as yourself, the person I know who has best modeled this commandment was Louise Turner.


     I thank God for sending her and Morgan to us and for their love and support to me personally and to everyone within these four walls. There isn’t anyone here whose life she hasn’t touched in some way. God bless her soul and may he send us comfort during this difficult time.”


     The faces of most of the friends of Louise bore the tears and heartache of their loss. The words of the pastor had elicited the magnitude of their mourning with the audible and the silent crying hearts of all those present. The pastor’s place at the pulpit was taken by a short squat balding man who began singing in a rich mellowed baritone. His voice filled the church seemingly effortlessly and his pitch was perfect. The words sank into the hearts of Morgan and Marilyn as well as everyone else in the little country church.


    Amazing Grace, how sweet the sound,

    That saved a wretch like me.

    I once was lost but now am found,

    Was blind, but now I see.


    T'was Grace that taught my heart to fear.

    And Grace, my fears relieved.

    How precious did that Grace appear

    The hour I first believed.


    Through many dangers, toils and snares

    I have already come;

    'Tis Grace that brought me safe thus far

    and Grace will lead me home.


    When we've been here ten thousand years


    Bright shining as the sun.

    We've no less days to sing God's praise

    Than when we've first begun.


    


     The crowd now was sobbing out of sadness and sorrow, but also they were happy for Louise who had gone home to her beloved Beulah land. Bethany Baptist Church was indeed experiencing something other places only talked about. They felt the presence of God Almighty as He welcomed an angel home.


     The pallbearers lifted the oak coffin and made their way out the front of the church across the yard to the cemetery. The sun was shining and the beauty of the many flowers in the cemetery was astounding. They placed the coffin on the straps and slowly lowered Louise into her resting place next to her beloved son. The tears again were many, and Morgan was holding on to Marilyn to keep her from falling onto the ground out of grief. They stayed there after everyone had offered their condolences and gone home. It was over, the funeral and their life as they knew it. They stayed with Louise until darkness fell on the cemetery.


    


    


    

  


  
    


    


    


    


    


    Chapter 30


    


     The loneliness hit Morgan hardest the third day after the funeral. He had spent time fixing things at the diner and home that had been neglected. He did them not because he needed to but out of sheer boredom. Even though Leon was there to help him some after school, he was missing his heart and soul. He planned on taking some more time off from the diner, but Marilyn wanted to re-open to keep her mind and body occupied. She took over Louise’s cooking chores and had a young girl from church, a cute young blond named Julia Hargrove, handle the waitress duties. Julia’s husband, Frank worked the gas pump and cash register until Leon arrived from school. Morgan needed the time to think.


     Morgan started distancing himself from the Ledbedders not necessarily on purpose, but because he seemed to be gone from home all day until dark. He spent part of the day at Louise and Jimmy’s gravesite, mostly talking to her tombstone. He was all cried out, but nevertheless he was torn up inside, emotionally drained, a mere shell of his normal self. The rest of the day he was seen in town, mostly at the office of Ronald J. Latham, his old friend and lawyer. He also spent a lot of time at the bank with his banker getting advice on his finances. Morgan would often grab supper in town and get home after dark. When Marilyn started worrying more about his activities, he would just tell her that he had to get away. She was worrying also that he didn’t seem to be grieving outwardly, and that he was keeping his emotions bottled up. She felt that he needed to talk more to get things out in order to help the healing process.


     “Don’t worry about me, Babygirl.”


     “But I do worry about you. You are all alone, and you don’t come around all day. I think you spend too much time all by yourself. You need to be around people who love you and who want to help.”


     “I’m doing just fine, Marilyn. Now quit your worrying. If I need to talk, I’ll be knocking on your door.”


     Marilyn wasn’t convinced, but she didn’t want to make him upset. He was just grieving in his own way. It just didn’t seem normal to her, although she knew that people handled grief differently. She still needed him around to help with her own grief. She needed his shoulder to cry on, and she needed the old Morgan back.


     The days turned into a month. Leon was finishing his junior year, and again he had a perfect average. He was now driving to school in the truck that Morgan had given him just as he had promised. Marilyn told Leon to try to get Morgan more involved in their lives because if anyone could get Morgan out of his isolated behavior it would be Leon. So on multiple occasions he would ask Morgan to go fishing with him, but Morgan usually gave an excuse that he had business in town to take care of. Marilyn was starting to wonder if he had a lady friend that he was visiting, but knew it would hurt his feelings if she asked him about that. It was terribly depressing to see him continue to become more stand offish. He needed them as much as they needed him.


     July the twenty-first would have been Louise’s fifty-eighth birthday. Morgan seemed especially aloof when Marilyn came to visit before she went to open the diner. “Morgan, why don’t you come to the diner today? I know this is Louise’s birthday, and you shouldn’t be alone.”


     “I won’t be alone. I’m going to be with Louise today. I’m not going to let her spend her birthday all alone.”


     “You spend too much time at the cemetery. Please come be with us. Your friends at the diner keep asking about you. Everybody would love to see you.”


     “Not today.”


     She walked over to where he was sitting. “I miss you. Leon misses you.” She gave him a kiss on the cheek and started out the door.


     “I love you, Marilyn.”


     She looked back at him. “I love you, too. See you after work.”


     He hated doing her that way, but he had to. She was hurting too, but she was moving on with her life. He, on the other hand, wasn’t. He wasn’t living at all.


     Morgan gathered a large handful of flowers and placed them in a vase. He got into his car and drove down the winding road to the Bethany Baptist Church and parked by the cemetery gate. Louise’s grave was under a large tree and was shady most of the day. He placed the bouquet by her tombstone. He had stared at that tombstone everyday since her death. Louise Ann Turner, Born July 21, 1916, Died May 2, 1974. Much too young, he thought. They had a good twenty more years ahead of them if it hadn’t been for that damned tornado. It ripped up more than a few trees. It ripped up his heart and life.


     He lay down on the ground next to her grave. Before he knew it he heard Marilyn softly speaking to him. “Morgan, are you all right?” She had some flowers with her and Leon was there looking forlorn at him.


     “I must have fallen asleep. Is it late afternoon already?”


     “Yes, it’s after four o’clock. Have you been here all day?”


     “I wanted to spend Louise’s birthday with her. I haven’t missed her birthday in forty-two years and I wasn’t going to miss this one either.”


     “Will you come eat supper with us tonight?”


     “I guess I can. Just give me a few more minutes, and I’ll be right along.”


     She nodded and leaned her flowers on Louise’s tombstone. Leon and Marilyn walked back through the cemetery to the truck.


     “I’m so worried about him, Leon. We have got to get him some help.”


     Looking though the windshield they saw Morgan bend over and kiss Louise’s tombstone. He reached into his pocket and pointed a pistol against his right temple.


     Marilyn screamed, “Noooooooooooooooooooooooooo!!! God no!!”


     The crack of the pistol echoed through the air. Morgan fell on his knees and then on his chest across the grave of his wife. 


    


    * * * * * *


     Dr. Methvin watched Leon as he relived the tragic deaths of Louise and Morgan Turner. This man had more heartbreak and misfortune in his early life than most people would in their entire life. He had witnessed the loss of his childhood sweetheart, the death of his adoptive grandmother and confidant, and the suicide of his mentor and grandfather. He had seen his mother threatened by a vicious criminal and go through years of not knowing if her new husband was even alive. If anyone had a reason to sink into despair and mental illness it would be Leon Ledbedder.


     Leon was emotionally spent after his session. Dr. Methvin felt his being able to talk about that horrible time in his life was a breakthrough in trust in him as Leon’s psychologist. He felt Leon was finally coming along even though those events happened more that thirty years ago, because until now, he hadn’t been able to speak of them. Leon was starting to heal mentally and emotionally, and as his doctor that was very gratifying. Perhaps soon they would be able to talk about why Leon finally snapped. The fruit was almost ready to pick.  


    


    


    


    


    


    


    


    


    


    


    


    


    


    Chapter 31


    


     When Marilyn woke up she was in the hospital for observation. The doctor on call thought she was suffering from stress and ordered some Valium. Leon was sitting in the chair next to her bed. He was shocked that Morgan would take his own life. Sometimes life’s travails affected people in different ways. He didn’t know why anyone would kill themselves. Morgan must have given up on life without Louise, or maybe he blamed himself for her death. Whatever the reason, Leon hoped that Mama would not be permanently scarred from the last month’s circumstances. Now all she had was Leon, and Leon, his mama.


     “Leon, where am I?”


     “Mama, you are in the hospital. You passed out at the cemetery, and I couldn’t get you to come to. After I called the sheriff, I brought you here.”


     “So I didn’t dream that Morgan shot himself?”


     “No.”


     “Oh God, Leon, I can’t take any more of this. My husband is a prisoner of war, my best friend was killed, and now the man I consider more of a father than my own father committed suicide.” Tears were streaming down her face, and her weeping turned into sobbing. Leon got up and lay down beside her, cuddling his overwrought mother. Her crying got louder and more intense, and the nurses could hear her wailing down the hall.


     A tall, heavyset nurse ran into the room to see what the commotion was about. Seeing Marilyn almost hysterical she rushed out and soon returned with a needle. “Son, I’m going to give her a stronger sedative so that she will calm down and sleep.”


     She flipped up the back of Marilyn’s gown and inserted the needle into her buttocks. It took about five minutes, and she started calming down until she finally drifted off to sleep. Leon stayed there still holding on to his mother and listening to her breath.


     About an hour later, the same large nurse came and knocked on the door. “Are you Leon?” she asked.


     “Yes ma’am.”


     “Sheriff Mansell wants to talk with you, son.”


     Leon got up softly trying not to disturb Marilyn and went into the hall where Sheriff Mansell was standing at the front desk. He stuck out his hand and gave Leon a firm handshake as if he was a man instead of a young boy.


     “Leon, I’m so sorry about Morgan. I need you to tell me what happened.”


     “Mama and I went to Louise’s grave to take some flowers because this was her birthday. Morgan was asleep on her grave, and we woke him up. Mama invited him to supper, and he said he would come but he needed a few more minutes. When we got to the car and were about to leave, he pulled out a gun and shot himself in the head. Mama was screaming and got hysterical until she passed out. I ran to the preacher’s house and called the sheriff’s number, and then went back to Mama who was still passed out. The preacher ran to see about Morgan, and I brought Mama here.”


     “Has Morgan been acting strange lately? I know that Louise’s death was very hard on him, but has he done or said anything that would make you think he would do something like this?”


     “He hasn’t worked at the diner since Louise died. He was never home except after supper. He went to the cemetery everyday and was either there or in town. It’s like he went out of his way to stay away from us and the diner.”


     “Okay Leon. Thanks for the information. If you think of anything we should know call us. I’m so sorry about Morgan. He talked about you often. I’m sure your mother will be okay after the shock wears off. If you need us, you know we will be there.”


     “Thank you, Sheriff.” Leon watched the sheriff walk down the hall and out of the hospital. He went back into the room where his mother was curled up in the fetal position. He curled up beside her again, wanting to be by her side when she woke up.


     All her medications made Marilyn sleep through the night without stirring as far as Leon could tell. He had finally fallen asleep sometime after midnight having relived seeing the blood flying out the side of Morgan’s head. Leon had shot and killed deer and turkey, but to see an actual human being killed was very traumatic especially someone he loved. To witness it, and not be able stop it from happening made things even worse. He relived Mama’s screaming “No” over and over, and he woke up several times in the night breathing hard and having cold sweats. The nightmares would continue for some time and Leon was wondering if life would ever be normal again.


     Marilyn started to stir. She was still very groggy from the medication but she seemed to realize where she was. Leon clutched her even tighter, and she stroked his face and hair. They stayed silent for several moments until the first shift nurse came in. “I need to check your blood pressure and temperature. I hope you slept well.”


     “I believe I did. They knocked me out so I could rest and I don’t believe I moved all night because my back is so sore.”


     The nurse checked her blood pressure. “128/74, very good considering everything. Temperture is 98.2. Very good. You should be able to go home after the doctor comes in to examine you.” She left in a hurry to answer the beep at the front desk.


     “Leon, I know this may sound crazy. I was dreaming last night, and Louise was in heaven, wearing white, and had her arms out like she was reaching for something. And then Morgan floats up to her and they hug. She looks straight at me and I could tell she was trying to tell me something. She was mouthing the words, “Everything is all right.” I believe that whatever happened no matter how bad it seems, Leon, it was meant to be.”


     Leon thought this over but couldn’t reconcile the fact that Louise and Morgan were both dead. How is that meant to be? He didn’t say anything so that he wouldn’t disturb the peace Marilyn was feeling.


     “I know that sounds crazy, Leon, and I know that Morgan’s suicide was wrong. Nobody should ever kill themselves. Somehow these tragedies that are so agonizing to us will be less painful if we realize that Morgan is home with Louise and Jimmy and he is happy. They are together. Don’t you see that? It’s all he wanted-to be back with his wife.”


     Leon tried to understand that. There were times when he wished he could runaway and find Becky, but that would mean leaving Mama, Louise and Morgan behind. How do you trade leaving your loved ones behind to be with another loved one? Did Morgan not care enough about Mama and him to want to stay?


     “I guess so Mama. It still hurts that he would leave us while we are living to shoot himself hoping to be with his dead wife.”


     “Leon, their marriage was the most important thing in the world to Morgan. Even though they fussed at each other a lot, it was out of pure love. There is nothing stronger than the love of a husband and wife, especially after having lost a child. Louise told me several times that after Jimmy was killed, they grew so close that they couldn’t stand to be apart because each was scared the other might die. After Louise died, Morgan lost his prized possession. He was lost and empty without her.”


     Leon decided to let it rest until he had time to think about what Mama was saying to him. If she was sure, then right now that was good enough for him.


     “What are we going to do now? Are we still going to run the diner, or are we going to move and start over again?”


     “I don’t know yet, Leon. We just need time to think, and after Morgan’s funeral we will sit down and decide what we must do.”


     Another funeral. Leon was getting tired of burying his loved ones. He hoped this would be the last one for years to come.


    


    


    


    

  


  
    


    


    


    


    Chapter 32


    


     Marilyn was released later that morning. The word was out about Morgan’s death, and the many friends and clientele of the diner had brought flowers which covered almost the entire front porch of his house. There were sympathy cards and notes that would take days to answer, but that would keep Marilyn quite busy. Julia and Frank had been by to place a wreath on the diner door along with a note that it would be closed until further notice.


     There was a note taped to Morgan’s front door from Mr. Sparks requesting to speak to Marilyn when she was available. She wasn’t looking forward to seeing him again, but there was no one else to place that responsibility on. She called the number on the note.


     “Sparks Funeral Home.” Thank God a woman’s voice answered as Marilyn had much rather talk to Mrs. Sparks than her creepy husband.


     “This is Marilyn Ledbedder.”


     “Oh, Miss Ledbedder, I’m glad you are out of the hospital and back home. We need some information. As you know Morgan had pre-arranged his funeral, and everything is taken care of. We need to tell you that due to his wound that it needs to be a closed casket affair.”


     “I understand.”


     “Also, if you want him buried in certain clothing, please bring it.”


     “I will bring some clothes this afternoon.”


     “If you agree, we can have visitation tonight from six o’clock until nine and the funeral tomorrow at two.”


     “Can we possibly move everything back a day? We need time to prepare and rest before all that.”


     “I told my husband that would be better, but sometimes he is so hard headed.”


     Marilyn couldn’t help but giggle a little at the thought of Mrs. Sparks getting to tell her husband that she was right.


     “I’m sorry I didn’t mean to laugh, but something struck me as funny. I’ll have the clothes there later this afternoon. Is there anything else?”


     “No. I’m so sorry that you have to go through this again so soon. It must be very hard on you and your son. We will see you this afternoon”


     Marilyn hung up and walked back to Morgan’s bedroom. She went into his closet and picked the suit, shirt, and tie that he had worn to Louise’s funeral. Even though nobody would see him in it, she wanted him looking his best. She looked around the house. It wasn’t the same since Louise was gone. Little things were out of place, and there were a couple of cobwebs hanging from the ceiling. Marilyn picked up a framed photo of Louise and Morgan on their wedding day. They were so young and obviously totally in love. The black and white photo showed them cutting a large wedding cake looking into each other’s eyes instead of at the camera. It was so very much like them to be totally wrapped up in each other than to notice the photographer taking their photo. She put the photo down and watered the plants that were a little dry from neglect. She would have to go through their clothes and pack them up to give to some charity that would give them to the needy. She was going to need strength to go through all the things that they had worked so hard to acquire throughout their many years together. God, give her strength.


     Marilyn locked the house and walked up the hill to her own cottage. Leon was lying on her bed, and he looked so peaceful. She stood there for several moments just gazing at him. Her son had been through so much that it had to place doubts in his mind. His loved ones had either left for parts unknown or were dead, and she knew he had to be hurting greatly. She resolved within herself to do all she could to reassure him that she would never leave him, that her love for him was all that mattered, that she would always place him first. He must know that. He was a strong boy but still so young and vulnerable. He didn’t need any more tragic occurrences in his life, not now, not ever.


     There was so much to think about. The diner, possibly moving away, but where? This had been home for over ten years now. All their friends, their church, and cottage were here. Did she want to start a new life? Leon was coming up on his senior year. He wouldn’t want to go to a new school for his senior year, would he? There were so many unanswered questions. She would need some guidance. She would have to see Reverend Armstrong. He could advise her. She would see him a few days after the funeral.


     Marilyn lay down on the bed beside her son. He had grown so tall and muscular. His blond hair had become a little too long for her taste, but it was a sign of the times. His eyes were still as blue as they had been, proof that he was her child. He had become a handsome young man. She was so proud of him, his morals, and his intelligence. He never complained, and she didn’t have to ask him more than once to do anything. She hoped that the harshness of life didn’t change him or harden his soft and caring heart. She wished that Becky was still a part of his life. She wanted Leon to be happy. He deserved that after all he had been through. Their road had been rocky and the valleys deep but the mountains were gloriously high. Surely there would be more mountains for them to enjoy soon.


     She dozed off for a few minutes. Leon was awake and looking into her face when she woke up. She touched his face gently and stroked his hair as she often did to show him love. He closed his eyes and felt the love that he had known ever since the day he was born. People came in and went out of their life, but the only constant Leon had was the incredible bond between him and his mother. Nothing would ever break that bond. It was too strong.


     He broke the silence. “Mama, what are we going to do now that Morgan and Louise are gone? Will the diner close down?”


     “I don’t know Leon. Is it too painful for you to stay here, or would you want to move somewhere else and start all over again?”


     “Miss Baker says I have a chance at scholarships at some good colleges if I continue to make good grades. I don’t think I can go off to school and leave you all alone.”


     “We have a whole year to worry about that, Leon. What about this year? Do you want to finish school here?”


     “Mama, if we can I would like to stay and graduate with Petey. Miss Baker is great. I’ve known her since we moved here, and she wants to help me find a school and career that would interest me and is suited to my talents.”


     Marilyn smiled at him. “Well the cottage is ours Leon. Nobody can make us move. Morgan and Louise were so nice to put it in our name. They were the best thing that could have happened to us at the time. I shudder when I think about where we would be today if they hadn’t given us a chance.”


     Leon looked at her and replied, “I’m going to miss them both. Morgan treated me like a son, teaching me about so many things in life. He even told me about sex and girls.”


     Marilyn’s eyes got big. “He did not, did he?”


     Leon laughed. “He said not to tell you that because you would skin him alive, but he felt it was better coming from a man than a woman.”


     “When did he tell you all of that.”


     “About two years ago when we went fishing. On the way to the lake we saw a bull mating with a cow, and I asked him about it. Why do you think I never asked you about it?”


     “I guess I never thought about it. I was waiting for you to mention something about it before I told you.”


     “Well, you are a little late for that. Now aren’t you?”


     She playfully slapped him on the leg. “I need to go to the funeral home to take Mr. Sparks Morgan’s funeral clothes. Do you want to go with me?


     “Why not? Maybe I’ll become an undertaker.”


     “Over my dead body!” Marilyn cackled when she realized what she said. Leon was glad to hear his mother laugh. Maybe they would be okay after all.


    


    


    


    


    


    Chapter 33


    


     The next night Marilyn and Leon arrived early at the funeral home. Mrs. Sparks met them before they went into the greeting room where Morgan’s closed casket was. “Miss Ledbedder, there is a man here who needs to have a word with you. He promised it wouldn’t take long.”


     “Leon you go on in and greet people when they get here. I will be there as soon as I possibly can.”


     Mrs. Sparks led Marilyn into a small room off her office where she kept all the paperwork. A large gray haired man in his early sixties got up out of an overstuffed chair and held his hand out to Marilyn. “Miss Ledbedder, I am Ronald Latham. I was a lifelong friend of Morgan’s and also I did all his legal work. You may remember me from when he deeded you the little house that was Louise’s mother’s.”


     “Oh yes, I remember.”


     “The reason I need to speak with you Miss Ledbedder, may I call you Marilyn?”


     “Sure, that would be fine.”


     “Sit down please Marilyn.” After they both sat down he got right down to the point. “I believe Morgan has been planning his death since the day Louise died. He came to my office the day after her funeral for me to make preparations.”


     “What sort of preparations?”


     “Mostly about his assets and what he wanted done with them after his death. You see Marilyn, he left you and Leon everything.”


     Marilyn’s mouth dropped open. She sat there stunned. But after thinking about it, Morgan had no other family.


     “After the will is probated, if nobody comes forth with proof that Morgan or Louise owed them money, then all their assets go to you. He had this will finalized over a week ago. It was his last wish.”


     “Morgan and Louise were like parents and best friends to me, but I never thought about them leaving all their possessions to me and Leon.”


     “Marilyn, he has told me all about their relationship to you and your son. He loved you both deeply, and he has left you a fairly wealthy woman. Come to my office sometime in the morning, and we will discuss the particulars.”


     “Thank you, Mr. Latham. We will be there. The funeral is at two. Will nine o’clock be okay?”


     “That is fine. I’m so sorry about your loss. You and your son have been through so much lately. I wish you the best.”


     They shook hands again as she left the meeting to go the greeting room. Leon was standing in line with Reverend Armstrong shaking hands and welcoming the visitors. It was another late night with a large crowd that slowly processed through the line. They went home after it was over and collapsed.


     After breakfast the next morning, Marilyn and Leon arrived at Ronald Latham’s office which was up a flight of stairs in a two story building on the square. They were ushered into a meeting room which contained a large conference table with leather chairs. The paint on the wall was a light green, and Marilyn could tell it was fairly new as was the beige carpet. Mr. Latham was doing quite well for himself. The secretary told them to have a seat, and Mr. Latham would join them just after he finished a phone call.


     Leon was impressed with the surroundings and said, “Maybe I should be a lawyer.”


     Mr. Latham walked in as that escaped Leon’s mouth. “Well, Morgan tells me that you are top of your class. I don’t think you would have much trouble getting into law school. We can use fine smart young men like yourself.” He walked over to Leon and firmly shook his hand. “Leon, I am Ronald Latham. Morgan has told me so much about you.” He reached out his hand to Marilyn. “Nice to see you again, Marilyn, but I hate the condition it is due to.”


    “Me too, Mr. Latham.”


    “Please call me Ronald.


    “Ronald.”


    “Okay, on to Morgan’s will. As I said he left everything to you. That includes the diner, the house and land, automobiles, stocks and money in the bank. There are some stipulations.”


    They listened to him without replying.


    “First off, Marilyn, if your husband comes back from the war and survives you, all the property goes to Leon. Morgan made that quite clear. Tom will have no ownership of any of the property in case of divorce or death.”


    Marilyn didn’t like to hear the words divorce or death. She hoped that wasn’t an option. “I understand.”


    Secondly, if you sell the diner within the first year, half of the money will go to the Bethany Baptist Church for their use.”


    “That is fine. They loved that church so much and so do I.”


    “He said you wouldn’t object to that. I see that your heart is as big as he says it is.”


    “I don’t know about that, but I agree money should be given to the church whether we sell the diner or not.”


    “In the matter of the house, he would like for you to move in as soon as possible so that you will have more room and you will be able to take care of Louise’s flowers. That is very important to him, that her legacy live for generations.”


    “The only problem I have with that is that it will remind me of them all the time. I don’t know if I can stay there.”


    “He thought of that. He has a fund set up where you can spend up to twenty thousand dollars remodeling it to your taste. He doesn’t want you to ‘live with their ghosts’ as he put it, but he does want the flowers taken care of.”


    “We can do that.”


    “He also has a fund for Leon’s college. There is fifty thousand dollars in there. That should be adequate to take care of any pre-graduate and post-graduate college if Leon so desires. If he doesn’t use it, all of that will be his when he turns twenty-five.”


    “That is so wonderful, Leon. We won’t have to worry about paying for college. You will get a good education.”


    “Morgan and Louise had purchased some bank stock a little at a time for the past thirty years. That stock can be sold at anytime, but with the money he is leaving you I recommend letting it ride.”


    “What’s the stock worth?”


    “At the end of yesterday it was worth eighty-five thousand dollars.”


    Marilyn was shocked. How did they make so much money and save it? Why didn’t they ever use it?


    “The rest of the money is in the First National bank here in town. It is for your general use and will be available after this is probated. The amount after yesterday is one hundred and sixty-two thousand, five hundred and twenty-one dollars and forty-eight cents.”


    Marilyn fainted. Leon had to catch her before she slid out of her chair onto the floor.


    Leon drove home after they revived the still woozy Marilyn. They drove in silence and she warmed up chicken and dumplings. They ate the food without tasting it, as they were both still stunned.


    “Mama, if they had so much money, why didn’t they use it.”


    “I think Morgan and Louise didn’t have many wants. They got what they needed, but they weren’t extravagant people. He said the diner took off after we started working there, but that still is a lot of money. They must have inherited some. I think Morgan was an only child and his father owned a saw mill for years before he died. Louise had a sister but she is like an outcast. She hadn’t heard from her in over twenty years.”


    “What are we going to do with that much money?”


    “I think we should give a good bit of it to the church. They want to build a dining hall and that will help immensely.”


    Leon nodded. That would be a good memorial to the Turners. He was all for it.


    They finished lunch and cleaned the dishes. Leon put on the clothes he wore to Louise’s funeral, while Marilyn put on the church dress that Morgan loved so much. She still looked stunning, and Morgan was proud of her. He just wasn’t there to protect her anymore. That would be Leon’s job. She worried about men who might hear about her inheriting a large sum of money. There were ruthless people out there who would like to prey on a young woman with money. She hoped Tom would get back home soon. She needed him.


    The funeral was a testament to the life of Morgan. The pastor told several funny stories about Morgan and how he kept things humorous, even when things weren’t that way. He could laugh at himself and was always giving Louise a hard time. Theirs was a love that was Godly. He just missed her too much to stay on earth without her. People were not as mournful at Morgan’s funeral; they were at a celebration of his life and marriage. The casket was placed next to Louise, whose grave was still fresh enough not to have grown much grass on it. It looked like they had died together, which is the way Morgan wanted it.


    


    


    

  


  
    


    


    


    


    


    Chapter 34


    


    The Turner Diner and Gas Station remained closed until further notice after Morgan’s funeral. Marilyn wasn’t sure what to do with it, since the will hadn’t been probated. They didn’t need the money, but then again she didn’t want to sit around the house searching for something to do. She decided to have a meeting with Ronald Latham to see what his opinion was as for the legality of running Morgan’s business after he was deceased.


    “If you desire to keep it open do so. He said that you had check writing privileges so that won’t be a problem. Technically the money earned before probate goes into the estate. Pay the employees the same way as he did before his death. Just keep good records.”


    “Did Morgan have any unpaid bills? I know he always kept the bills from the diner paid up. I just don’t know about any others.”


    “We went through all his records and everything is paid off. My bill was paid in full prior to his death as were the funeral expenses. So as far as I know, he didn’t owe one penny to anybody.”


    “He thought of everything didn’t he?”


    “Yes, he did. Many people would think that a man who killed himself was crazy, but Morgan Turner knew exactly what he was doing. He was as sane as you or I.”


    Marilyn went home and talked it over with Leon, who was all for opening the diner back up. Although school would start soon, Leon wanted his mother’s mind occupied so that she couldn’t dwell on all of the recent tragedies that had befallen on them. Too much time to think would be a disaster for both of them. Like the good book says “An idle mind is the devil’s workshop.”


    They set the date to reopen on Monday, August 5. That would give Leon three weeks to help Mama train more people for the diner before school opened. He would come straight to the diner after school and help clean and total out the books. Morgan had taught him the proper procedures in checking the receipts and balancing the books, and with Leon’s analytical mind that would be no problem. Marilyn was glad Leon could handle that part of the business as her talents lay in the actual running of the kitchen and planning for the meals.


    To let people know about the re-opening of the diner, Marilyn had flyers printed and Leon distributed them all over town. He placed them in mailboxes, stapled them on telephone poles, and taped them in store windows. He passed them out to people he came in contact with on the streets and had Petey help give them to the deputies and their families. It soon became big news, and Marilyn ordered enough food for a platoon. They would be ready.


    The people came in droves. They came to show support for Marilyn, and they came for the food. Morgan would have been proud of how smoothly everything went, and Marilyn realized that the diner would continue to be successful if the food was good and everybody was treated like family. She poured her heart into bringing the business back where it was before Louise’s death. After training more help, she was successful in doing so. Leon was glad that Mama had something to occupy her time. She needed the chaos and madness and she thrived on it.


    


    


    * * * * * * * 


    


     Leon narrated the events leading up to school and his senior year as Dr. Methvin scribbled in his file as he always did. The rest of the summer passed without any incidents except when Leon answered the phone at home after supper on a Friday night. Marilyn was taking her nightly bath, where she had a chance to unwind after a hard day of work.


     “Hello.”


     “Yes, have I reached the residence of Marilyn Downey?” a husky male voice asked.


     The name threw Leon off for a second, but he rebounded quickly. “Yes sir, who may I say is calling?”


     “John Massey”


     “Hold on just a minute while I get her.” Leon went to the bathroom door and knocked, arousing Marilyn out of her trance.


    “What is it, Leon?”


    “A John Massey wants to talk to you.”


    He heard Marilyn squeal, and he could hear the rustling of the bathwater as she jumped up out of the tub. Throwing on a robe before she even bothered to dry herself, she rushed out the bathroom door to the awaiting phone.


    “Hello”


    “Marilyn Downey?”


    “Yes this is she.” Her heart was pounding hard and quickly after the voice called her Marilyn Downey.


    “This is John Massey. I believe Corporal O’Linger told you that I would call when I had an opportunity.”


    “Yes, thank you, I have been eagerly waiting to hear from you.”


    “I figured you had, but they wouldn’t let me call until after my debriefing and psychological examination.”


    “I understand. What can you tell me about Tom?”


    “The last I saw Captain Downey was February tenth in the prisoner camp where I had been for the last four years. The enlisted men were kept in a large cage in the center of the compound while the officers were kept in a pit about thirty yards away, so we weren’t able to communicate very often.”


    “Why would those animals keep him in a pit? Do they not have any decency?”


    “No. They tried to make things as miserable and inhumane as possible to get us, especially the officers, to give them top secret information that they could use for their cause. They would reward the ones who gave them what they wanted with better food and shelter.”


    “I don’t think Tom would give them any information, would he?”


    “I’m going to be very truthful with you, because when he gets released you will need to know. Your husband, being the highest ranking officer, was tormented worse than any man I have ever seen. They starved him, beat him, and tortured him in ungodly ways, but he always refused to answer their questions. He is undoubtedly the strongest, most courageous man I have ever met.”


    Marilyn started weeping upon hearing about the cruelty that Tom had suffered. “How did he look? How were his spirits?”


    “I think if it weren’t for his determination to get home to you that he would have died a long time ago. I think that his resolve is owed to you. You can be very proud of him, Ma’am.”


    “Did you get to talk to him much? What did he say?”


    “We talked about a week before I was released. We heard the rumors of the end of the war. He told me that if I was freed before him, to call you and tell you that he loves you and will live to see you again. I have no doubt that he is right.”


    “Is he well?”


    “About as well as you can expect a man to be who has had little to eat and who has been through what he has. I would say he is down to about one hundred and fifty pounds, but he is physically strong. He was continuously exercising to be in good shape in case he has a chance to escape. His willpower is inhuman, but like I said he has been mentally, emotionally and physically abused.”


    “Have you heard anything about when he will be released, or if the Army is planning on rescuing him?”


    “We aren’t sure where he is now. They destroyed the camp after releasing all the enlisted men. I believe they moved the officers to a new location to keep such a rescue from happening. The higher ups are negotiating with the enemy for their release, but where and when that will happen is anybody’s guess.”


    “Is there anything I should know that you are not telling me?”


    “I am only telling you what my superiors have said I could tell you for his safety. If I hear anymore, I’ll give you another call.”


    “You have been so nice, and you don’t know how much I appreciate your call.”


    “You are welcome, but beware that when he gets home there will be adjustments to make. A man doesn’t go through what Captain Downey has gone through without some type of change in his personality.”


    Marilyn thought long and hard over Private Massey’s words. That Tom was alive and in good physical shape was a blessing. That he was being tortured body and soul was very alarming. She needed to talk to a psychiatrist to understand what Tom might be feeling when he returned home. She would be ready to help him heal.


    


    


    


    


    


    


    


    


    


    


    


    


    


    Chapter 35


    


     Life regained some normalcy for Leon and Marilyn during his senior year of school. Leon was making the highest marks that had ever been recorded at Carnes High School, and he would be the valedictorian at graduation. Miss Baker had written several colleges in Leon’s behalf, and he received scholarship applications from many of them. He patiently filled them out, but he wasn’t going to move off to school unless Tom had been released and was back home to take care of Mama. He couldn’t bear to leave her all alone for four years while he was off in school.


     Aptitude tests revealed that Leon was suited for electrical or mechanical engineering, so he began to research the nearby colleges for engineering programs. He was offered scholarships to Louisiana State in Baton Rouge and Tulane University in New Orleans. As time for graduation came closer, he decided on Louisiana Tech. Ruston was only about thirty miles away, and he could drive that without any problem if need be. Miss Baker thought he would grow more at Georgia Tech, Purdue or MIT, but she understood when he told her the situation. She was proud of Leon. He was that special student that only comes along once or twice in a teacher’s lifetime, and he was her favorite after all those years.


     Marilyn heard from Corporal O’Linger again in late November. He thought that negotiations were at a stalemate, but the Army had received proof that Captain Thomas Downey was still alive and held hostage by the Viet Cong. She had consulted a psychiatrist about what problems Tom might be facing when and if he was released. She also had read two books by Vietnam veterans who had been prisoners and tortured by the enemy.


     The probate of Morgan’s will was over and went without a hitch. Marilyn and Leon now owned everything that belonged to the Turners. As promised, Marilyn donated fifty thousand dollars to help build the Turner Memorial Addition at the Bethany Baptist Church. Pastor Armstrong was ecstatic at the generous gift and after he told the parishioners of Marilyn’s donation, she and Leon were almost canonized.


     Petey was studying hard, and when he wasn’t, he was busy helping out at the sheriff’s department, where he helped as a dispatcher. He now knew all the codes for the different procedures and occurrences that were utilized especially in emergency procedures. He was becoming very proficient in everything in the deputy manual and would be enrolled in the state deputy course in Baton Rouge that next fall. He had made a drastic change in attitude since visiting the jail after his punishment. It was the best thing that ever happened to him, even though he had failed to retrieve the information on the Arnold girls from Miss Baker’s office.


     The diner was doing well. Marilyn was missing Louise and Morgan greatly but having to do all the cooking by herself kept her too busy to dwell on it. She left all the waitress duties to Julia and her sister Elizabeth, while Frank tended to the register and gas pump. Marilyn thought about doing away with the gas pumps, but the farmers needed it because the next station was over five miles away. It would be a great hardship on them if she had them removed.


     Winter came and went, and spring rolled around. Graduation was approaching, and there was still no news from the Army about Tom. Leon planned to stay and work that summer at the diner before starting Louisiana Tech in August. He planned to drive back and forth everyday that he had classes. He was hoping to fit classes in on Monday, Wednesday, and Friday so he could spend the other days helping his mother.


    Miss Baker wanted Leon to give a five minute valedictorian speech at graduation and it was rather frightening to him not ever having spoken in public before. He talked about the future, how each person should strive to achieve their maximum potential, but not to forget their families and loved ones and where they came from. He pointed out that success is not necessarily riches and material things. It’s about the mark you leave on someone’s life, whether you made a difference at home, church, work, or school. When he finished he got a standing ovation from the small crowd, and Marilyn was beaming with tears streaking down her face. She had never been so proud of anyone in her life, and she felt that everything they had gone through made Leon grow into such a morally outstanding young man. She was indeed lucky. Even Miss Baker was crying and came up to the podium to give Leon a hug and kiss. He just wished that Becky was there to graduate with him. His heart still ached whenever he thought about her.


    Leon stayed busy that early summer, between mowing at the cottage and the Turner’s house and work. He and Mama had spent time and money remodeling Louise’s house so that it wouldn’t remind them of Morgan and Louise in every nook and cranny. They repainted, wallpapered, and had new carpet installed. Marilyn took down old photos, but kept one photo of Louise and Morgan that had been taken at the church just two months before their deaths. She hung it and one of Jimmy in his uniform on the living room wall along with Leon’s senior picture. She replaced couches, and got rocking chairs, and bought a new dining room suite. She also brought home a new bed and bedroom furniture to replace Louise’s. She figured that the money was there along with all that she had saved the past eleven years, so she ought to spend it on something.


    The cottage was loaned out to Julia and Frank Hargrove for as long as they worked at the diner. Marilyn was becoming to them what Louise had been to her, someone to come to for advice. They were good company for her when she had too much spare time on her hands, which was quite rare. Frank was just four years older than Leon, and they enjoyed deer hunting and fishing together when they were off from work.


    August 1 started as a typical summer day at the diner. It was a Friday, and Marilyn was eager to get home to paint some more on her bedroom. She was halfway through changing the beige walls into a pale green, and she wanted to finish and have the bedroom completed before the weekend was over. Leon and the Hargroves volunteered to do the dishes and the cleaning, so that she could get an early start on it. Leon and Frank were going fishing after they finished cleaning the diner and had the receipts totaled and locked away.


    Marilyn unlocked the front door and heard the phone ringing. She rushed over to answer it because every phone call was potentially about Tom.


    “Hello.”


    “Marilyn Downey?”


    Her heart lept. “Yes?”


    “Mrs. Downey, this is Major Perry Caldwell of United States Veterans Administration Psychiatric Division in San Diego, California. I am pleased to report that Captain Thomas Downey has been returned to the United States Army and will be returning to the states as soon as he is able.”


    “Oh praise God. Thank you! Oh thank you! When was he found, and how did they get him out?”


    “The North Vietnamese government returned thirty-six prisoners of war yesterday afternoon. They were all flown to our base in Honolulu, where they will undergo preliminary psychological examinations and hospitalization. According to my notes your husband is severely malnourished, dehydrated, and suffering injuries from physical and mental torture. He will stay in Hawaii until he is physically able to be flown to our base in San Diego where he will be examined more extensively.”


    “Can I come see him or talk to him?”


    “No Ma’am. Sometimes the trauma of seeing relatives before treatment is counter-productive and causes setbacks in their psychological healing process. His physical body will heal much quicker than he will mentally and emotionally. Men who have been isolated and tortured as long as your husband usually suffer from post-war stress, dependency problems, anxiety, and reoccurring nightmares among other issues.”


    “I want him to get well but I want him home, too.”


    “We understand that, but in his condition he has to be de-programmed from being a captive with physical, mental, and emotional abuse to being a free man. He has been in survival mode every second of every day for over three years. My understanding is that he is a very strong man who had much harsher treatment by the enemy than most. You will just have to be patient.”


    “What can I do to help?”


    “You can start by just letting us do our jobs. Also you can write letters to him about pleasant things, not anything serious that could aggravate his condition. In other words, no bad news.”


    “I understand.”


    “We will advise you when he is moved to San Diego and I will be in contact periodically with any information I think you should know.”


    “I do so appreciate all your help in getting my Tom back.”


    “You are quite welcome, Mrs. Downey. Please realize that his situa….”


    The phone went dead.


    “Hello, Hello”, Marilyn placed the receiver down and rushed into her bedroom to pick up the other phone. “Hello?” It was dead also. She lay on her bed sobbing from all she had heard. Her husband was safe and would undergo tests and evaluations until he was well enough to rejoin society. How long would that be? She got off the bed to change into her painting clothes. Everything must be ready when Tom got home. Everything must be perfect.


    She pulled her waitress uniform off and bent over to pull off her stockings. Out of the corner of her eyes she saw two hands coming around the sides of her face. A wire was in them and was wrapped around her throat. The hands tightened their grip until she was unable to breathe. She grabbed the wire and tried with all her might to pull it away from her throat, but the man was much too strong. She was becoming desperate for another breath. Her lungs started craving air. She starting flailing with her arms and kicking her feet back trying to get her attacker to loosen his hands.


    “I told you I was coming after you, bitch.”


    Jackson Parker!


    She was gasping, and he relaxed enough to give her a quick drink of air. “I’m not going to kill you right off, bitch. I’m going to enjoy this.”


    She started fighting even harder. He quickly pulled the phone cord tighter until she felt she was about to pass out. He whispered into her ear with his foul smelly breath which left no doubt as to his identity. “Now, I’m going to let this cord down slowly. If you scream, I’ll kill you. First I’ll kill that son of yours right before your very eyes.”


    Her eyes widened, and suddenly she felt even more frightened if that was possible. She tried to think about what she should do. Was there anyway out of this situation except to give in to Jackson Parker’s demands? He loosed his grip on the wire once again. This time he turned her around so she was facing him. She saw the pure hatred in his eyes, slim and yellow, the veins popping out on his forehead, the dirt, and grease in his long unwashed hair. She was totally repulsed at his touch and the sound of his voice. She felt a loathing for him that she had never felt for any other human being. If he was indeed human. She didn’t doubt she was looking into the face of Satan himself.


    Marilyn couldn’t help herself. She let go a scream that was loud and piercing and felt an immediate pain in her face. Blood was flying out of her now broken nose which had been struck by the cocked right fist of her assailant. The pain was intense and blinding, and she started sobbing and blubbering as the blood ran freely down her face. He put the open blade of a long switchblade against her throat and started moving the blade softly while barely penetrating the skin enough to draw more blood and cause stinging as her wound opened. She fell on the bed and gave up, knowing that she was at his mercy.


    He laughed at her. “Is that all you have in you, bitch. I’ve waited for this day for three years, and I thought you would be tougher than this. I’ve thought about what I was going to do to you every second of everyday. Only problem is I don’t know if I am going to kill you, or just make you wish you were dead.”


    He got the phone cord and cut it into four pieces. He tied her right hand up and then to the bedpost of her new bed. She started struggling and he hit her again, this time on her left jaw. She felt a searing pain brutal in its intensity, and she thought he had broken it. She was hoping she could pass out so that she wouldn’t suffer through the remainder of his “punishment” of her. She was hoping that Leon would go fishing and not be killed by this madman also.


    Jackson tied up her left hand to the opposite headboard. Finally he tied each leg separately having her in a spread eagle position, and she was unable to move due to the tension of the cord cutting into her limbs. He laughed once more and straddled her abdomen and licked her face, not worrying about the blood from her nose. He licked the other side and spit in her face. Taking her long brown hair in his left hand, he took his knife and sawed through it, ripping it at times, but butchering what many men would love to be able to run their hands through.


    “Not so pretty now are you, bitch? I heard that Morgan Turner killed himself. I wanted that pleasure for myself. That son of a bitch should have killed me when he had a chance. He really pissed me off!”


    Taking the knife blade Jackson ran the tip from her Adam’s apple to her bra. He cut the bra off and exposed her upper torso. She was quivering and shaking uncontrollably. She could feel him getting hard, and she started whimpering and crying louder. He ran the blade lightly down her stomach and started cutting through her panties, cutting them off her body and exposing her totally. He stood up and stared at her. He took his shirt off, revealing a muscular upper body with tattoos of snakes and the word “Death” on both of his pectoral muscles. He had scars from knife fights, and he was sweaty from his excitement and rage. Taking his belt off, he wrapped it around her face three times and across her mouth so she couldn’t scream.


    Marilyn was having to struggle to breathe with the belt in her mouth and her nose being broken, but she wanted to live through this for Leon’s sake. She became a fighter, like Tom, willing herself to survive to live with her rescued husband and her loving son. She had made love to many men back in Arkansas, before her new life in Louisiana. She could do it once more if she had too.


    Jackson took off his pants revealing himself to her. He was obviously very excited and probably even more so having been in prison for the past three years. He climbed upon her and penetrated her physically. She vowed within her mind not to help him satisfy himself. She vowed to herself that she would kill him if she had the chance. She vowed to help him go to hell.


    


    * * * * * *


    Leon started crying while relaying his tale. Dr. Methvin himself had some tears collecting in the corner of his eyes. “What happened next, Leon.?”


    “I was at the diner with Frank and Julia cleaning up when the phone rang. Frank answered and handed me the phone.”


    “Leon, it’s Petey. We just got word here at the department that Jackson was paroled yesterday. He hasn’t been seen, but I have a feeling he is coming back this way. I’ve tried calling your house for the past five minutes but the phone is busy and I can’t get through.”


    “Thanks, Petey.” Leon dropped the phone and rushed out the door. Forgetting that he had walked over that morning, he sprinted home where he saw the front door ajar. The first thing that came to his senses was that odor. He knew that smell, and he knew Jackson Parker was inside his house. Taking off his shoes so he wouldn’t be heard Leon crept toward the back of the house where he heard noises. Peering through the door opening into Mama’s room, he saw Jackson Parker naked on top of his bleeding and nude mother. He saw that she was bound, and her eyes were closed and her face was white and ashen. He also saw that Jackson had a knife in his hand and was holding it against her throat while he was thrusting his body time and time again against hers.


    Leon was sick with fear but furious and enraged that someone could treat his mother the way Jackson was at this very instant. Leon crossed the hall silently into his room where his .357 magnum was waiting under his bed. He opened it and calmly loaded all the chambers with rounds. He slowly and quietly eased his way back to Marilyn’s door and waited. He couldn’t risk shooting Jackson from there with the knife on Marilyn’s throat. He might slit it purposely or accidentally, and Leon couldn’t take that chance.


    Jackson kept up his rhythmic thrusting until speeding up and slumping over on her motionless body. He spit another wad on her face and muttered, “How was that, bitch?” He raised up and put one foot on the floor. He didn’t get the second one on the floor before the back of his head splattered all over the wall, ceiling and headboard in front of him. He collapsed onto the floor as his blood and brain tissues started running down the wall dripping onto the face and body of Marilyn Ledbedder, who opened her eyes and saw an infuriated Leon with gun in hand. He rushed over to his mother and untied the belt from across her face and mouth so she could breathe better. She started gasping and throwing up all over herself. Leon untied her arms and legs and ran to get towels and washcloths to stop the bleeding from her mouth and nose.


    He stood her up, and she slowly made her way toward the bathroom. Seeing Jackson’s nude body prostate on her floor, she grabbed Leon’s gun off the bed and emptied in into his body. Her fury wasn’t totally abated so she walked over and started kicking him all over. Leon grabbed her shoulders and tried to pull her out of the room. “It’s over Mama. He is dead.”


    “Rot in hell, you son of a bitch! You can’t touch me now!” She collapsed on the floor crying and hugging herself, rocking back and forth, back and forth, back and forth.


    Frank and Julia rushed in after hearing the gunshots. They saw the dead body and Leon trying to get Marilyn into the bathroom. Leon looked at Julia. She saw the pleading in his eyes and in his words when he asked for her to help get Marilyn cleaned up so they could get her examined by a doctor. “Frank, our phone lines have been cut. Go home and call the sheriff. Also, have him send an ambulance and the coroner. Tell him to get Doc Hendrix down here.”


    Leon and Julia got Marilyn up finally and took her into the bathroom. Seeing her reflection in the mirror, she started getting more hysterical. The left side of her face was swollen, and her nose was definitely broken and still bleeding. Her hair was chopped unevenly and she had sputum and pieces of Jackson’s brain matted in it. Blood and vomit were dripping off her chest and she didn’t recognize the person in the mirror. She was screaming at the sight of herself and because the terror she had just gone through was still fresh in her memory. She started kicking and fighting with Leon and Julia, not realizing they were trying to help.


    “Mama, it’s me Leon. I want to help you get cleaned up. You are okay. Jackson is dead. He can’t hurt you anymore.”


    The words finally must have sunk in because she stopped fighting and fainted into his arms where he placed her on the bathroom floor. Leon held a washcloth on Marilyn’s nose trying to stop the slow trickling of blood. Julia wet more washcloths and started wiping the blood and sperm that was running down her legs. She made her way up the abdomen and torso, washing with great care in case there were broken ribs or injured organs. Marilyn didn’t flinch until she reached the small cut under her throat from ear to ear. “My God, Leon, he cut her throat but not deep to hit the blood vessels.”


    Leon realized how lucky he was that Marilyn was still alive. He only wished he had gotten there before Jackson had raped his mother.


    Frank returned with news that the sheriff was on his way. The ambulance would take even longer, and Doc Hendrix would meet them at the hospital. Leon knew Marilyn’s injuries weren’t life threatening, but were they life changing?


    


    


    


    


    


    


    


    


    


    


    


    


    


    


    


    


    


    


    


    Chapter 36


    


    Sheriff Mansell was livid when he arrived with four other deputies. “How in God’s green earth was that maniac paroled? Somebody has some serious answering to do. I’m talking to the Governor about this. Something has to be done so this doesn’t happen again.”


    He checked on Marilyn and decided she was in no shape to answer any questions at that time, so he ventured into the room where the rape occurred. He brought Leon in to ask him what had occurred after he had entered the house. Leon gave him a play by play description of the entire few minutes from his arrival until after he shot Jackson. The sheriff examined the angle where Leon was standing and where Jackson stood up, and the trajectory of the bullet proved Leon correct. Examining Jackson’s back, he asked Leon about the other bullet holes. Leon had no choice but to tell the truth about Mama grabbing the gun and emptying it into her attacker. The sheriff looked him in the eye and said, “Good for her. I just wish we had finished him off when we captured him by the creek.”


    The ambulance arrived and loaded Marilyn, who was finally starting to stir, onto a stretcher. She started screaming when they fastened the straps around her body so she wouldn’t fall off. Leon grabbed her hand and peered into her face and after assuring her that everything was all right, she calmed down and closed her eyes. He walked with his mother as they carried her stretcher to the ambulance and received permission to ride with her to the hospital.


    The coroner declared Jackson Parker dead and bagged his body. “What do you want done with the body, Sheriff?” The sheriff radioed Petey at the station, who after hearing the news that Jackson was killed while Leon and Marilyn survived, actually reveled within at the good news. How to tell his parents was now his problem. He told the sheriff to take the body to the morgue, and he would go speak to his parents. He was dreading it because they both loved Jackson. They thought he was an innocent victim and not the horrible man that the rest of the world saw. They later decided on a private funeral, but they couldn’t find a preacher who would preach his services.


    Frank and Julia stayed behind. After the sheriff got through taking a multitude of photographs and assessing of the crime scene, he allowed them to clean up the now sullied bedroom. They hauled the sheets and mattress out of the house and scrubbed down the walls and floor. They were physically and emotionally exhausted when they finished the task and went home to shower and get ready to visit Marilyn at the hospital.


    Marilyn was examined in the emergency room. The left jaw was either fractured or dislocated and would need wiring until it healed. The nose was packed with gauze, and the doctors determined that it would probably heal straight without any medical intervention. Her throat was dressed and bandaged and would heal without leaving a scar in just a few days. A midwife who had just finished delivering a baby was asked to examine her vagina, and she believed that there was slight tearing. It would be sore but would heal in about a week. She washed the dried blood and remaining sperm out of her canal and pronounced her fine.


    The doctors reassured Leon that all would be well, and that they would keep her for observation that weekend. He was welcome to stay in her room if he wanted. They had called a rape counselor who would be there the next afternoon after Marilyn had some rest. Doc Hendrix came by with Marilyn’s chart and after reading it and examining her agreed with their diagnosis. He told Leon he would return in the morning after she woke up to do a more thorough exam. He left and commended Leon on his bravery and quick thinking. “You would make one hell of a doctor, young man.” Leon thanked him. After today he thought that school of any kind was out of the question until Mama was healed of any emotional and mental disorders that might be brought about by the vicious rape she had suffered.


    Petey came by and brought Marilyn a bouquet of flowers and a card. Somehow he felt guilty due to Jackson being his brother, and this had all started that day she had given him a ride home after studying. Leon told him that nothing Jackson did was anyone else’s fault. He was just evil, and there was no reason for him to feel guilty. It was what it was, a life of hate and the inability to love or be loved. Jackson’s tortured soul was at rest. No Leon thought, his soul is just finding out what hell is really like. Petey had no tears at all for the loss of his own brother. In fact his tears were for Leon’s precious mother who treated him much better than his own family did.


    Marilyn woke up about 3 a.m. having a bad dream that Jackson was cutting her eyes out with his knife and laughing about it. She jerked and whimpered and Leon woke up in the chair he was slouched into. He sat on the bed and started stroking her head. “Mama, I’m right here.”


    “Hold me, Leon. I need you to hold me.”


    He climbed into the bed snuggling her from behind and continued stroking her head lightly. She clutched his free hand and held it tightly. He felt her start to relax after several moments. Her breathing became deeper and he realized that she had gone back to sleep. He felt her chest rise and fall with each breath and continued softly petting her. They woke up four hours later still in the same position. She never let his hand go.


    Marilyn woke up to some intense pain in her jaw and a splitting headache. She was also experiencing some lightheadedness when she got up out of the bed to go to the bathroom. A nurse brought them each a plate of eggs and toast with milk. Leon downed his breakfast in a hurry as he hadn’t eaten anything since lunch the previous day. Marilyn ate her eggs but the toast was too hard to chew with her jaw in such pain. She gave it to Leon who didn’t mind eating it for her.


    Doc Hendrix walked in with a cheery look on his face. “Good morning, Marilyn. How are you feeling this morning?”


    “My jaw and head are killing me, and I’m sore all over. I was a little lightheaded when I got up a minute ago, but otherwise I’m okay I guess.”


    He went to her left side and felt her jaw. “Open and close your mouth.”


    She opened and closed her mouth while he felt the jaw articulation. “I think it may be slightly dislocated, but we are going to take x-rays to see if it is broken. Your nose definitely is broken, but it should heal in a matter of a few days.”


    “I also felt some burning when I peed.”


    “You had some tearing in your vagina, but it was slight. It should be gone soon. My main concern is how you are feeling psychologically.”


    “I had a bad nightmare last night. I dreamed he was cutting my eyes out with a knife and laughing at me. It was so real that I could smell his breath.”


    “There is a rape counselor who will be here this afternoon. She knows exactly what you will be going through as she has been raped herself. She is really good, and I want you to cooperate with her.”


    “I will.”


    “Okay, let’s go get that jaw x-rayed.” Doc Hendrix went down the hall and told the nurse to wheel Marilyn down to x-ray for a jaw series. “I will be back after lunch. Please have them by then.”


    Marilyn fell asleep after the x-rays and Leon sat next to her bed. He dozed off.


    After lunch Sheriff Mansell knocked on the door. He walked in and took Marilyn by the hand. “You have raised one fine outstanding young man, Marilyn. He could have panicked and both of you might have died, but he waited until the right time and took the proper actions. He was outstanding.”


    “Thank you, Sheriff. He saved my life, and he has always been my special blessing.”


    “We need to talk about what happened. Even though the killing was warranted, we have to investigate.”


    “What do you want to know?”


    “I want to know the events leading to the attack. What were you doing?”


    “I got home from work and ran to the phone because it was ringing. An Army psychologist was on the phone telling me Tom had been rescued.”


    Leon looked at his mother and smiled. He went over and gave her a hug. At last, something good was happening to him and his mother.


    “That’s great news Marilyn. When is he coming home?”


    “They don’t know. He has to undergo some tests. When they are satisfied that he is emotionally able to come home, then he will. It may take months though because of the torture he went through.”


    “Anyway, the phone went dead and I ran to check the bedroom phone but it was dead also. I started changing into my painting clothes on to try to finish the bedroom when he started strangling me with the cord.”


    “Was he talking to you while this was going on?”


    “Yes. He threatened me that he would kill Leon in front of me if I screamed. I screamed once anyway, and he hit me in the face. He also told me he expected more of a fight out of me and that he had waited three years for this.”


    “I understand that you took the gun and shot him in the back several times while he was lying on the floor.”


    “I did?”


    “Do you not remember doing that?”


    “No, I remember looking at him after Leon shot him, but I don’t recall much after that until the ambulance got there.”


    Leon looked at the sheriff. “What does that mean that she can’t remember?”


    “Many times after a traumatic event the victim can’t remember all that happens. I imagine she just snapped and took all that happened out on the corpse.”


    “I think I have everything I need now, Marilyn. You rest up and the rape counselor will be here in a bit. Everything is going to be just fine. You are very lucky, both of you. Jackson Parker was the most dangerous man I’ve ever come in contact with.”


    “Thanks for all you have done, Sheriff.”


    He shook Leon’s hand and squeezed Marilyn’s foot. “I hope this is the last time I see you two for awhile except at the diner.”


    “Us too, Sheriff. Us too.”


    


    


    


    


    


    


    


    


    


    


    


    


    


    


    


    


    


    Chapter 37


    


    The rape counselor, a cute petite pale lady with long blond hair, came and knocked on Marilyn’s door in the mid-afternoon. She was in her mid-thirty’s but dressed in a style usually reserved for the early twenty year olds with her long bell bottom white slacks and colorful button down blouse. She had a leather bag slung over her left shoulder that was obviously quite heavy the way it sagged down against her hip. She walked over to Marilyn and offered her right hand, “I’m Tina Blackwell. I’m sorry that I’m so late. I had another appointment this morning in Homer and just finished.”


    Marilyn smiled, “That’s quite all right, Tina. I’m not going anywhere anyway. I’m Marilyn Ledbedder and this is my son, Leon.”


    “Pleased to meet you, Leon. If you don’t mind going to the waiting room while I talk to your mom, I would appreciate it.”


    Leon got out of the chair and started for the door when Marilyn replied. “Don’t make Leon go. We have no secrets. He witnessed the rape so he may be able to help answer questions.”


    “You saw your mother getting raped, Leon?”


    “Yes, ma’am. I watched from the door waiting for him to stand up for me to get a clean shot at him in order not to hit Mama with a bullet.”


    “So the rapist is dead?”


    “I sent that rapist to hell where he belongs.”


    Tina offered Leon a slight smile. “How do you feel about killing him?”


    “I wanted to protect my mother from further harm, so I feel like I was successful. I just wish I had been there earlier before he raped her.”


    “You are a brave young man, Leon.”


    “Not really. It was him or us. I think I made the right choice. He would have kept torturing us if I hadn’t ended it when I did.”


    Looking at Marilyn, Tina asked, “How do you feel about it, Marilyn?”


    “Leon’s right. Before he raped me he said he had been waiting for this day for three years. If he had not killed me then, he would have made our life miserable by keeping us worried about where he was and when he was coming back. He also threatened Leon’s life. It is such a relief that he is dead and won’t bother us anymore.”


    “How are you physically, Marilyn?”


    “My jaw is painful and my nose was broken when he beat me. My bottom is very sore. The midwife that examined me said I had some slight tearing. Other than that, I feel good.”


    “Do you want to describe what happened?”


    “This man was arrested over three years ago after breaking in my house and writing an evil message on my bedroom wall with cat blood. He swore that he would come after me when he got out of prison and was paroled without us knowing. I was at home and in my bedroom changing into paint clothes when he snuck up behind me and started strangling me with phone cord. I almost ran out of air before he loosened the cord enough for me to breathe again. He finally let the cord go and I screamed, so he hit me breaking my nose. He tied my arms and legs to the bedposts and started raping me. I just closed my eyes and gave in because he said he would kill Leon if I didn’t do as he said. He got done and started to stand up when Leon shot him in the back of the head blowing out blood and brains onto the walls and on me.”


    “What are you feeling now a day later?”


    “Relief that he is dead and can’t hurt us anymore.”


    “What about other men? Are you scared about having sexual intercourse with them?”


    “Oh, heavens no. I secretly got married to my husband just before he left for Vietnam three years ago. I’m looking forward to his return. I don’t think there will a problem with that at all.”


    “Where is he now?”


    “He was held by the VietCong as a prisoner of war. In fact, I was talking to an Army psychiatrist just before being raped. He told me they rescued my husband and after he is deprogrammed from being a POW that he can come home. It may be a few months until he is able to come home.”


    “Are there any worries that you have concerning making love with your husband?”


    “If you are asking me if I am going to be scared about loving my husband, don’t worry about that. I am looking so forward to being with him again. I know the difference between love making and what Jackson Parker did to me. He raped me out of hate. My husband will make love to me out of love.”


    “Marilyn, if everyone was as sure of themselves after being assaulted and raped as you are, I would be out of a job. I am leaving you my card. If you have any questions or need any advice or someone just to talk to, please don’t hesitate to call night or day.”


    “Thank you, Tina. I appreciate your concern. Leon and I will be just fine.”


    “I don’t doubt it. I’ll check on you in about a week if that is okay.”


    “Come by the Turner Diner, and we will serve you a good lunch.”


    “I’ll do that. Goodbye, Leon.” She walked out the door and ran into Doc Hendrix in the hall. “That woman is remarkable. She suffered a horrible rape, and yet she seems to be unscarred.”


    “That she is indeed.”


    The rest of the day was filled with visitors from church, the diner, and other people who came to give her their best wishes. The room was rapidly filling up with vases full of flowers, and it got hard for Leon to breathe without sneezing. Doc Hendrix returned with the good news that everything was looking good. He had a splint prepared for her jaw, which would help line it up and keep her from opening it too long without stressing the joint too much. He thought she would be back to normal in about a week, and she could go home early that next morning.


    The ride home was nice with the sunshine streaming through the window as they drove down the winding country road. As they got close to the Bethany Baptist Church, Marilyn made Leon stop. She had Leon open the back door, and she picked out three large bouquets of flowers to place at Morgan’s, Louise’s and Jimmy’s graves. They stood there holding hands and reminiscing about the good times that they shared with the Turners. She missed them terribly especially Louise, but she often felt her presence several times a day, when she looked at her flowers or cooked in the diner. Mostly the memories were good, and Marilyn tried to suppress the bad ones. She didn’t want to lose Louise altogether, so she allowed herself time to cherish those reminiscences.


    They went into the house for the first time since Marilyn had been raped. She crossed the threshold of her bedroom and surveyed the room. The new bedcover had been replaced by a fresh white comforter. The blood splattered walls were painted a fresh yellow, while the floors were cleaned without the stains from the blood and body tissue of Jackson Parker. Flowers were arrayed throughout in vases and pitchers that added more color to her new room. Tears welled up her eyes, and a smile replaced the grim look she exhibited when she first entered the house.


     “Who did this?”


     “Frank and Julia. They have been working nonstop on it the last two days. The mattress is brand new, and they filled the hole in the wall from the bullet. Also the phone company came to reconnect the phone, so it should work again.”


     “I love it. We have to do something nice for them. They have been a blessing. Thank God for friends like them.”


    


     * * * * * *


    


     Leon finished his retelling of the rape of his mother to Dr. Methvin. How he managed to keep such a cool head while the horror of watching his mother being raped was truly amazing. The strength of a young man who had suffered so much in a two year period when he should have lived a normal life, worried only about girls, school, and other things that concern teenagers was amazing. His life had been about death, suicide, and rape, and having to kill an attacker. This young man was a study in bravery and poise. What could have changed that to lead him to where he was today?


     “Are you tired, Leon or do you want to go further.”


     “I think I need a break. Reliving that has taken a lot out of me.”


     “You were quite brave Leon. You responded to a dangerous situation and didn’t panic. You probably saved your mother’s life as well as your own.”


     “I did what I thought was best at the time. Anybody else would have done the same thing.”


     “I don’t think so, Leon. Most people would have died that day.”


     Leon shrugged his shoulders and walked out of the room leaving Dr. Methvin to his folder and his thoughts.


    


    


    


    


    


    


    


    


    


    


    


    


    


    


    Chapter 38


    


     Marilyn’s jaw and nose stayed sore and swollen for a couple of weeks, but it took about a month for her headaches and lightheadedness to subside. She had her hair cut to shoulder length to fix the mess Jackson Parker had made with his knife. She returned to work after the swelling went down enough that she didn’t look like she had been beaten. Until then it had been closed. She welcomed the rest, but got bored sitting around the house waiting for word on Tom. Julia came by everyday to keep her company, while Frank and Leon fished and took target practice. They took two days to paint the inside walls at the diner. By the time it reopened it was looking fresh and new.


     Marilyn’s first day back was hectic. Well-wishers came in to eat and offer her support. She got tired after a couple of hours and had to sit down for a few minutes to let her lightheadedness subside. She felt a little nauseated and went home after the breakfast rush to lie down for a bit. She returned just before the lunch crowd started filtering in, but she made it until closing time. Her headache and nausea were worse so she left the cleaning to Leon, Frank, and Julia.


     When Leon got home that late afternoon he slowly crept into her room and found her bent over her bathroom toilet vomiting. “Mama are you okay? Should I call Doc Hendrix.?”


     “No, Leon. My headache got bad, and the pain is making me throw up. I will feel better after my stomach settles down.”


     She finished, and he got a cool wet washcloth and placed it on her forehead. She wasn’t feverish, but nevertheless she felt better after it was on there again. She soon was asleep and Leon left her. He decided that he would make her some soup, and that along with some crackers would help her nausea. She woke up hungry, ate the bowl of soup, and asked Leon for more. He thought it was a good sign that she kept the soup down, so he was much relieved.


     The next day wasn’t quite as bad, but her headache and nausea returned in the middle of the afternoon. She took some aspirin and toughed it out until everybody had left the diner. She apologized to Leon and the Hargroves when she left them there to clean up the diner once again.


     “Don’t apologize, Marilyn. At least you felt some better today.”


     “It’s not as bad, but I think I may throw up again.” She rushed home and her stomach cramped and forced her to vomit once again. After she was finished, her headache and nausea was much better. Leon was worried about her, but she wouldn’t let him call the doctor. It would just take time to get over the physical trauma from her head injuries. Leon made her promise if she wasn’t better by the end of the week. He could call Doc Hendrix. She reluctantly agreed, but only because of the frightened look on his face.


     Friday came, and Marilyn took a turn for the worse. Her nausea was so severe that she couldn’t move without it getting worse. Leon had to leave a pail by her bed, so she could hang over the bed and vomit. She forced him to go to work and help Julia by waiting on tables while she cooked. After the breakfast crowd left, he called Doc Hendrix and went home to check on Marilyn. She was very pale and any motion at all aggravated her nausea. Doc Hendrix came and listened to her explain her symptoms. He took a blood sample, and made her urinate in a cup, and headed to the hospital to run some tests. “I’ll be back in a couple of hours. You drink some water. We can’t have you dehydrated.”


     Leon called the diner and told them he would return after Doc Hendrix got back with the test results. He waited in her room rubbing her head and trying to get her back to sleep, so she wouldn’t feel so bad. She looked so peaceful lying there, but her color was so pale. She had no energy or life about her. Leon prayed silently asking God to let her be okay. She was all he had left in this world.


     Doc Hendrix returned around two thirty with the results of his tests. He had a stunned look on his face which scared Leon more than just a little bit. They went into the bedroom and woke up the still sleeping Marilyn. She didn’t like his look anymore than Leon did. “What is it Doc? Is it serious?”


     “I think so, but it is fixable.”


     “What? Tell me.”


     “I’m afraid that you are pregnant.”


    Both Leon’s and Marilyn’s mouths dropped open. “Oh God, no! Not that! Oh no!” and she began crying and mourning. She was carrying the child of her rapist. “Oh Jesus, what do we do? Not now! I can’t have a baby now! Tom is coming home, and if I have a baby I want it to be his.” The tears came down in torrents as Leon hugged his mother tightly. “I can’t believe it. Are you sure?”


     “I’m positive, Marilyn, I even double checked in case there was a mistake. You are definitely pregnant.”


     She fell silent thinking of the possibilities. She was angry, confused, and very unhappy at the latest turn of events. “I have to think. Oh Jesus, help me.”


     Doc Hendrix took her hand. “You know we can make it go away, and nobody will know.”


     “You mean an abortion?”


     “Yes. It just takes a few minutes, and it will cease to exist.”


     She pondered this within her mind and her heart. “But that is murder.”


     “I don’t like it any more than you do, but imagine the grief that child will face when people find out that he was a child of a rape. He will be tormented and shunned by every group of society. They will know that Tom was away when this baby was conceived and he will be labeled a bastard child of a rapist.”


     Marilyn considered this awful truth, but he was correct. It was reality. The baby within her wouldn’t have a chance at a normal existence unless they moved away where no one knew them or their circumstances.


     “Abortion is wrong. I don’t know if I can live with it. It’s not the baby’s fault who his mother and father are. Should we punish it with death? I don’t know. I need to think. I’ve got to have time to think”


     “Take a few days but not many, Marilyn. If you decide to abort this baby, you don’t need to wait more than a week.”


     “I’ll let you know by next Friday. I want to talk to Reverend Armstrong and Tina. I need to do what is right for me and the baby.”


     “I understand. If you need me call day or night. I will do whatever you wish. Just remember that the fewer people who know about this the better, if you choose to end it.”


     Leon saw Doc Hendrix to his car. “Is an abortion painful or dangerous to the mother?”


     “A little pain is involved, Leon, but if done properly it is not a dangerous procedure. I have only done three, all where the mother’s life was at stake, but this is a totally different situation. She has a very hard decision to make, and there are consequences to either action she takes. I hate it for her.”


     He closed the car, started the engine, and rolled the window down. “Leon, you need to be there for her no matter what she decides. Until Tom gets home you are her sounding board. If she follows her brain, she will abort that poor baby. If she follows her heart, she will love it and raise it the best she can.” He sped off into the distance and Leon walked slowly back into the house.


     “Leon, I want you to call Pastor Armstrong and ask him if he can come over. I need his insight.”


     The Reverend Armstrong arrived about twenty minutes after Leon called him. He sat down on the side of Marilyn’s bed and listened to her as she explained her problem. “On the one hand I know that abortion is murder, and that is not God’s will. On the other hand this baby will have a rough life if the truth gets out, and it will because Tom is away and people know all about the rape. You know how merciless people can be, how judgmental. I can’t begin to understand how cruel they would be to this child. We would have to move far away where nobody knows what happened. On top of that, will Tom be able to love this baby as his own? Sometimes life is so unfair. Why did this have to happen?”


     “Life wasn’t made to be fair. It’s what you do when difficulties arise that matters. What you decide defines who you are. I know you are a lady of great conviction, and I realize that you are in a terrible position. I can’t blame you whichever road you take, but you must follow the path you believe is right. You need to seek God’s help, and listen to what he is saying to you. Your friends and church family will support you either way and the rest of the world doesn’t matter.”


     “I don’t want this baby. My husband will be coming home soon, and we want to start our own family. We want to spend some time together not raising a baby that isn’t his. Is that selfish of me?”


     “No, Marilyn. You have been waiting a long time for Tom to return to you, and your life will be more complicated with a baby there to take care of.”


     “But then, I feel that abortion is wrong. It’s taking a life that is part of me. Even though the father was a demon, I am its mother. How can I turn my back on that? Will I get over the pain of ending its life?”


     “Sounds like you have already made up your mind. Either way you decide, we love you but more than that, God loves you.”


     “Thank you. I will pray harder and try to make the right decision. I just hope that whatever I decide I have peace with it.”


     “I’m sorry I can’t tell you what to do. This is between you and God and Tom.” He stood up and gave her a kiss on the forehead. “If you need me, you know where I am.” He walked out of the bedroom, and Leon followed him outside. “Leon, you be there for your mother. She needs you more than ever right now.”


     Leon nodded and slowly walked back inside. He peered into his mother’s bedroom and saw that she was still sobbing. He lay down beside her and placed his hand upon her shoulder. “Oh Leon, I don’t know what to do. Tell me what I should do.”


     Leon felt inadequate at that moment. “I don’t know, Mother. I wish Louise was here for you to talk to, but I think she would tell you that life is precious. All these flowers she raised were like little children to her, and you kept them living even though they weren’t yours. I imagine that if you decide to keep the baby we could raise it the way you raised me. I have always felt loved. You never made me feel unwanted even though I didn’t have a father. This baby is like me just eighteen years later.”


     Marilyn stopped sobbing and felt what Leon said stir within her soul. “You are right Leon. I couldn’t give you up when you were born, and I can’t give this baby up either. It will be harder because everybody knows who its father is. If we love it enough and it turns out like you then it will be a wonderful thing.”


     Leon was inwardly glad that his mother decided to keep the child. He would have to protect it from those who would want to hurt it with cruel, hate filled words. He was hoping for a baby brother to show how to hunt and fish the same way Morgan taught him. It wouldn’t be so bad, would it?


    


    


    


    

  


  
    


    


    


    


    


    Chapter 39


    


     Marilyn’s morning sickness didn’t seem to care what time of day it struck as her hormone change sometimes brought some horrific sickness and vomiting. She was reduced to more time in bed and Leon to more time of cleaning out the pail at all hours of night after she had another attack. She lost seven pounds that first month, which to most women would have been much welcomed. Marilyn still had the same body she had as a twenty year old except gravity was starting to work on her breasts. Other than that she was in wonderful shape after being on her feet walking back and forth waiting on patrons for the last eleven years. Her metabolism was such that no matter what she ate, her body burned it off quickly.


     She was home alone on September 24 when Major Caldwell called to give her an update on Tom. “He will leave Hawaii in three days for San Diego. Physically, he is getting stronger. He is up from one hundred and thirty pounds to one hundred and fifty six pounds, so he has made a dramatic improvement.”


     “I didn’t realize he was that bad.”


     “Yes Ma’am. From what I hear if he had been there another month, he probably would have died.”


     “Oh my God! How is he doing otherwise?”


     “Right now, he is having a lot of nightmares. He was waking up quite often screaming and trying to escape like he was still in that pit. However, I am happy to report that he has made it through this entire week without another episode. He is making good progress and is asking when he can leave for Louisiana.”


     “Major, I feel I should tell you something to get your opinion.”


     “What is it Mrs. Downey?”


     “I’m pregnant.”


     There was a moment of silence on the other end.


     “It’s not what you think. I was raped the very day we talked on the phone. In fact the rapist cut the phone line interrupting our conversation.”


     “I do remember being cut off.”


     “Anyway, I have decided to keep the baby. I wanted your opinion on if we should tell Tom before his treatment is over.”


     “I’m glad you told me. We will see how his progress is going, but we definitely will not tell him anytime soon. This could be a setback. We will just have to determine that at a later date.”


     “I’m sorry. I thought you should know.”


     “How are you doing? He needs stability when he gets home. Are you suffering from nightmares or emotional anguish?”


     “No, I’m at peace. The rapist is dead, and life is good. If it weren’t for this morning sickness, I would be perfect.”


     “I’m glad to hear that. You have been through so much with your husband missing for so long. You must be a very well-balanced woman.”


     “I have my son, friends and Jesus. Thanks to you all, I will soon have my husband back. I will be a good and supportive wife. Believe me I look forward to nothing more.”


     “Captain Downey is a lucky man. No wonder he wants to get home so badly. I will give you weekly updates after he arrives here. You just take care of yourself and the baby. We will take care of your husband.”


     “Thank you.”


     She felt fortunate after their talk that Tom had been released when he was or he could have died a captive in a hole in the jungles of Vietnam. The good news rejuvenated her enough to call Leon at work to bring her a couple of rolls and a soda. She needed her strength to get through the remainder of her pregnancy.


     Marilyn slowly got better between the second and third months of pregnancy. She stopped losing weight and was finally able to eat normal foods without feeling like her stomach was going to come up her throat. She started walking a little, first up the hill to the cottage and then down the road to the diner. She got tired of lying around so she slowly progressed to helping out with a little of the cooking and cleaning. She wasn’t showing yet, but she started feeling pregnant.


     News got around about her being pregnant with Jackson Parker’s baby. Most of the church and her true friends supported her and her decision to keep the baby, while there were some condemning folk who wondered how she could let something they considered obscene grow in her belly. She learned who her true friends were, and who the hypocrites were. The wheat was divided from the chaff. There was much more wheat than chaff, and for that she was grateful.


     Calls from San Diego came weekly as promised. Great progress was being made and Tom’s psychological well being was leaving the Major no doubt that he would be home within the next five months. Marilyn was beside herself with joy and happiness. Leon could start to see the glow and life back in her eyes and face. Despite all that happened, there was still hope and expectations of greater things. She was turning into the old Mama.


     By Christmas Marilyn’s bump was getting noticeable and she was developing that glow that women carrying children usually get. There was an obvious radiance and she was looking more beautiful than she ever had in the eyes of everyone who had known her for years and years. She and Leon took the truck to town and bought a baby bed, some baby clothes and cloth diapers which would be needed around the first of March. They put the baby bed in Marilyn’s room between the two windows, and she started writing a diary to give it to the baby when he or she was old enough to appreciate the thoughts of its mother.


    Leon was starting to get excited about the new baby and his role in helping Marilyn raise it. He enjoyed putting his hand on Marilyn’s ever expanding stomach to feel the baby move. He had decided to put off college for a year. After talking to his guidance counselor at Louisiana Tech, they agreed to arrange for his scholarship to start that next fall. By then the baby would be born, and Tom would be there to help raise the child. The future could wait. There was more to worry about now. Tomorrow would get here soon enough.


    Marilyn answered the ringing phone on January 21. Major Caldwell was on the other end with some good news. Tom had checked out well on his psychological testing, and the Major thought that now would be a good time for Marilyn to talk to him. He thought that if it was okay with Marilyn he would let Tom call tomorrow afternoon. He wanted to be present when she told him that she was pregnant in order to see his reaction to the news. Marilyn was thrilled that finally after three and one half years she would finally talk to her long missed husband.


    Leon went to work that next day in order to let Marilyn talk in private. She was beginning to get very nervous. How do you tell your husband that you are pregnant with someone else’s child? He had just spent three years in captivity not knowing if and when the enemy would kill him trying to elicit information or even just on a whim. The clock ticked slowly, too slowly for her taste. Finally the phone rang. She answered it on the first ring.


    “Hello?”


    “Marilyn?”


    “Oh God, Tom. I’ve been waiting to hear your voice for so long. I love you so much.”


    “I love you too, honey. I have been through so much, but I wanted to be home with you so badly that I never gave in.”


    “Oh baby, when will you get to come home?”


    “Soon. I have to finish these psychological exams and prove to them that I am ready to face reality. I was going crazy during those long lonely nights listening to the cries and screams of our soldiers being tortured and even killed, but I think I am getting used to the peace and quiet and sleeping in a bed with a roof over my head again.”


    “Oh Tom. I’m so sorry you had so much hardship and pain. You were in my thoughts and prayers always.”


    “I know Marilyn. I could feel your presence sometimes. I believe I could hear you and see your tears. I don’t know who had it worse, me living like an animal in a pit or you having to wait day after day not knowing if I was even alive.”


    “Tom, there is something I have to tell you.”


    “I’m listening.”


    “I was raped.”


    There was a silence that lasted for what seemed to Marilyn like an eternity. She could hear his breathing becoming more rapid and shallow.


    “Oh Marilyn, I’m so sorry I wasn’t there to take care of you. Are you okay?”


    “I’m fine, but I’m pregnant.”


    “Oh no. I’m going to kill the son of a bitch that did that to you. Who was it? Is he in prison?”


    “No, he’s dead. Leon shot him before he could leave the house.”


    “Thank God for that. Leon has a good head on his shoulder. He would be a great soldier, but I’m not going to let him join the military. When is the baby due?”


    “Around the first of April.”


    “I will be there, Marilyn. I promise you won’t go through this alone. I will be there.”


    She sobbed, and he tried to comfort her over the phone. “It will be all right. I’ll be home soon. I promise never to leave you again. Everything will be okay, just wait and see. Major Caldwell says my time is up, and I have to go.”


    “I love you Tom.”


    “I love you too, Marilyn Downey. Give my best to Leon and the Turners.”


    Marilyn hung up and started to cry again. She thought his reaction to her news had gone very well. Surely that would help convince the psychiatrists that he was well. She called Leon at the diner with the news. The first hurdle was over, finally.


    


    


    


    


    


    


    


    


    


    


    


    


    


    


    


    


    


    Chapter 40


    


     February was a much better month for Marilyn as her morning sickness was now totally forgotten. She was back to full time at work except for any lifting which she deferred to Frank and Julia. Her abdomen was now distended and her tight uniforms had been discarded for pregnancy clothing. With an apron tied around her it wasn’t quite as obvious, but there was little room for doubt.


     Going home for Major Thomas Downey had finally been approved and was scheduled for February 18. He would take a flight from San Diego to New Orleans and then the bus up to Ruston. He was no longer a member of the United States Army but a civilian for the first time since he had gotten out of high school. Marilyn and Leon arranged to meet him when he arrived in Ruston, and she was nervous about not having seen her husband since his departure almost three years and six months ago.


     They arrived at the bus station an hour early in case the bus happened to get there before it was due. Marilyn had a hard time sitting in the black molded plastic seats and she got up to pace the checked tile floor that had seen its better days years ago. Leon was getting anxious watching his Mama walk back and forth time after time until he grabbed her wrist and sat her back down next to him. She could feel her pulse beating stronger and faster, and she was having a difficult time worrying about how she looked with her belly so round and enormous.


     A bus pulled up next to the door of the station and they saw the passengers file out one by one to the luggage department where they grabbed their belongings. A tall man in uniform pulled out a large green duffle bag and walked into the station, and his were eyes alert to find his loved ones. Marilyn almost didn’t recognize her husband, whose hair was not as dark or thick. His face was thinner, and there were the beginnings of wrinkles around his eyes and mouth. His eyes caught Marilyn’s, and he smiled and rushed to embrace her. He was caught off guard by the size of her abdomen, and he jumped back a little after feeling it against his body. They kissed and stared into each other’s eyes for what seemed to Leon as two or three minutes without speaking.


     Finally Leon broke the silence, “Glad you are home, Tom.”


     Tom looked over his way. “Leon? You are at least six inches taller and fifty pounds heavier than when I last saw you.” He shook Leon’s hand with a grip that Leon noticed was much less firm than the first time they had met.


     “I think I’ve quit growing now, but I’m six foot one and one hundred and seventy-eight pounds.”


     Tom smiled and looked Marilyn’s way once again. “I’ve missed you more than you will ever know.”


     “I think I know. Let’s get out of here and go home.”


     Leon grabbed Tom’s bag and walked ahead of them to the car. They all crowded into the front seat with Marilyn in the middle between her two favorite men.


     “So how are Morgan and Louise?”


     Leon looked at Marilyn wondering why he hadn’t been told about the Turners. She answered, “We had a tornado hit this area about two years ago. Morgan, Leon, and I went to the storm cellar while Louise ran back into the house to get a photo of Jimmy and the flag that was on his coffin. On her way to the storm cellar a tree fell on Louise and instantly killed her.”


     “Oh my God, not Louise. I’m so sorry, Marilyn, I know how much she meant to you. I’m so sorry I wasn’t here for you.”


     “Morgan started getting distant, not working, and going to her grave everyday. On her birthday, Leon and I took flowers to her grave and found Morgan there. He said he was coming to our house for supper, but he pulled out a pistol and killed himself. It was so horrible.”


     Tom sat staring into the distance with his mouth clenched shut and eyes vacant. He heard her, but then again he didn’t hear her. He had seen so much death that the only way he could stay sane was to disassociate himself from it. Now he couldn’t. He wasn’t in a pit just trying to survive. He was home and he couldn’t handle the truth. Tom told Leon to pull over. He jumped out and walked to the edge of the woods, bent over, and threw up. His hands were trembling, and he was unable to control his tears. Marilyn jumped out to comfort him, but his body language told her to leave him alone for a minute.


     Leon sat in the car watching Marilyn try to soothe Tom’s anxiety and angst. He couldn’t hear what she was saying, but it seemed to have no effect. He bent over holding his stomach gasping for air ignoring her pleas. He let go of a shriek that scared Marilyn and Leon who heard it through the closed car door. Leon raced out of the car and drug Marilyn closer to the vehicle. He then walked out to Tom and touched his shoulders with both hands. “Get a handle on yourself, Tom. You are scaring Mama to death.”


     That seemed to shake Tom out of his state of emotional distress. He blew deep breaths in and out of his lungs and wiped the tears off his face. “I’m sorry, Leon. I had a flashback of my friend being shot in the head while I was forced to watch. He died because I wouldn’t tell the VietCong where our unit was located. Marilyn telling me about Morgan just hit me the wrong way.”


     He turned toward the car and hugged Marilyn who was shaking from watching Tom have his first meltdown in front of her. She didn’t realize until then the seriousness of the problems that soldiers who had been prisoners of war of a vicious and immoral enemy went through. From that day forward she decided to be careful with what she told him and to do it in a way that hopefully wouldn’t trigger any more distressful reactions. He apologized to her profusely and begged her forgiveness.


     “I’m so sorry, Marilyn. I thought I was over those. If that ever happens again, just stay clear until I get myself together. They usually don’t last more than ten minutes or so.”


     She kept her head on his shoulder the rest of the way home. She loved him so much, but now there was this slight element of fear, not for her, for him.


     Leon pulled the car into the drive at the house.


     “Why are we stopping at the Morgan’s house, Leon?”


     Marilyn looked at Tom. “Morgan had Leon and me as his only beneficiaries. This is our home now. Come see what we have done to it.”


     They went inside and Marilyn showed Tom the new furnishings and floor in the living room. She then took him into their bedroom where he looked around and seemed to stare at the baby bed. He said, “Very nice” while still looking at the baby bed.


      “The baby will be here in about six weeks. I hope we are settled in by then. I want us all to be happy. I know you will be a wonderful father.”


     Tom squeezed her hand. “With you as the mother, this baby will be just fine.”


    


     * * * * * *


    


     Leon looked at Dr. Methvin who was looking back at him. “How did you feel about Tom being back home?”


     “That first day scared me pretty badly. I had never seen somebody lose it like that. I felt more scared for Mama because she was shaking like a leaf and crying while watching his hysterics. I think she was afraid that the man she married was left back in that pit in Vietnam.”


     “So how did that first night go?”


     “Actually quite well. We sat around the dining room table and talked mostly about the good things that had happened while he was gone. Mostly she talked and we listened. She talked about Frank and Julia and my high school graduation and the college scholarships that I had received. She told him about Petey becoming a deputy and making something of himself and about the new church addition that was named after Louise and Morgan. He seemed to be at ease but tired from the traveling and all so he took a shower and they went to bed.”


     “Did anything unusual happen?”


     “Julia told me later that he wouldn’t make love to Mama because he didn’t want to touch her belly. He was having a hard time with that. She said that Mama said that she had waited over forty-two months for him to make love to her again, so what difference would another two or three months make. She was just glad he was home.”

    


    


    


    


    


    


    


    


    


    


    


    


    


    


    


    


    


    


    


    


    Chapter 41


    


     The next week Tom was getting used to being a civilian. He often got antsy when there was nothing to do, but he usually tried to keep busy working around the house. Marilyn stayed with him the first four days helping him get adjusted to his surroundings, and then she went to work during the busiest times of the day. He went with her to the diner one day but got tired of all the questions that the customers were asking about the war and his time as a prisoner. He started staying home after that, sitting on the porch swing until Marilyn got home.


    Tom was having difficulty sleeping all night, and Marilyn would wake up and see him sitting in the chair in the corner of the room staring up at the ceiling or at her. It was comforting in some ways that he was there, but also a little disconcerting that he spent much of the night staring at her while she slept. She thought about asking the Army doctors about some sleeping pills.


     Tom was still quite distant from her and her efforts to show him love. He was still unwilling to feel her stomach when the baby was moving and she wished that she could read his mind about what he was thinking. Sometimes he would be silent for hours on end, but she usually took up the slack and held a one way conversation where he would nod his head at appropriate times. She knew it was a matter of time before he broke out of his internal prison, and they would communicate the way most married people do.


     That weekend she and Tom were sitting at the breakfast table eating some eggs and toast. A shot was fired and then another. There were two different weapons according to the noises that rang through the air. Tom jumped up and starting running into the bedroom where he pulled a pistol out of his duffle bag. Marilyn saw the look of dazed confusion on his face, and he was hollering for everyone to get down.


     “Charley is here to get us! I will circle the perimeter; you stay here and guard the prisoners.” He flung open the front door and ran around the house to peer behind it to see where the noise was coming from. Marilyn was petrified. He was back in Vietnam in mind and spirit, and she knew there could be trouble.


     Tom made his way from tree to tree and finally ran toward the barn. The blasts were coming from around the rear of the barn, so he starting crawling on his stomach and knees to get a good vantage point. He saw two people with high powered rifles, one in a uniform aiming away from the barn. He shouted at them, “I have you covered, drop your weapons!”


     Petey and Leon turned around and saw Tom with his rifle aimed at them. They slowly lowered their guns to the ground and raised their hands in surrender.


     “Down on the ground!”


     Leon realized that Tom was experiencing another moment from the war. “Do as he says, Petey.”


     A scream rang out as Marilyn had come to realize that Tom was aiming his weapon at her son and his friend. The scream disoriented Tom even more, and he fired a warning shot over her head. She stopped dead in her tracks and started talking to him softly.


     “Tom. It’s Leon and Petey. They are just having target practice. The war is over, and you are back in Louisiana. The war is over Tom. You are back home with me. Let them up, Sweetheart. Please, don’t fire the gun anymore. You are scaring me.”


     Tom looked confused, but slowly reality seeped back into his befuddled mind. He glanced into his hands, and saw the weapon, and looked back into Leon and Petey’s direction. He tossed the weapon down and started weeping. Marilyn rushed his direction and held him as he rocked back and forth crying bitterly.


     “Oh Lord, what have I done? What is wrong with me?”


     Leon took Tom’s gun and hid it in his bedroom, after taking all the bullets out. Petey watched as he was doing it and advised him to search his duffle bag for other guns. There were none, but there was a box full of medals that he had earned for his military service. There was no doubt that Tom Downey had an impressive career as a soldier, but would he survive the civilian life?


     Marilyn and Tom finally came into the house after his tears had stopped flowing. He looked into Leon’s face and apologized for his behavior. Petey took Marilyn aside and made her promise if Tom had any more psychological problems that she would get him some help. “I’m going to call the Army psychologist who had been treating him, and let him know what has happened.”


     “Good. For a few minutes he was crazier than anyone I have ever seen. It’s a lucky thing that Leon and I are still here. I thought he was going to pull the trigger.”


     “I know, Petey. I’m so sorry. He needs help. I’ll call later today when he goes out for some air.”


     Marilyn waited patiently until after lunch. It didn’t look as if Tom was going to leave the house so she asked Leon to take him fishing. Leon looked at her, and she said she needed time to call the Army psychiatrist. Leon nodded and went into the kitchen to coax Tom into going to the lake with him for a couple of hours. Tom looked a little skittish at the idea, but he soon agreed after Marilyn made him believe that she was going to lie down and take a nap. They left promising to bring home fish for supper.


     Marilyn watched them leave the yard and drive out of sight. She grabbed the paper with Major Caldwell’s number and dialed. The voice on the other end told her that the major was not in the office that day.


     “Do you know where he is? This is an emergency concerning one of his patients.” She gave the secretary her name and number and was promised that the message would be delivered as soon as possible.


     Five minutes later the phone rang. “Hello?”


     “Mrs. Downey?” the Major’s now familiar voice was on the other end.


     “Oh, thank God, you called me so soon. Tom has had a setback and almost shot my son and his friend.”


     “Start from the beginning and tell me everything that you remember.”


     “Tom and I were sitting having breakfast when we heard some gunfire coming from the backyard. He ran into our bedroom, grabbed a gun and started giving orders like he is with his unit. My son and his friend were target practicing and he ordered them to lay down their weapons. He fired once but over my head like a warning or something. I talked to him, and he finally dropped his gun and started shaking and crying uncontrollably.”


     “Have there been any other episodes?”


     Marilyn told him about the car ride from the bus station. The major listened intently as she described the conversation and how he went silent until he asked Leon to pull over. She explained how he was breathing and his scream that scared both her and Leon. She also told him about finding Tom almost every time she woke up during the night staring at her from the chair on the other side of the room.


     The major explained that when he was first released he had frequent episodes of that kind of behavior. His last two weeks in San Diego were free of any problems. He was hoping they were over. He surmised that the gunfire and the bad news about the Morgans triggered them off again.


     “I am going to send you some mild sedatives to give him after supper which will make him sleep better enabling him to hopefully be refreshed in the morning. He will be worse if he is tired. That’s when his mind will play tricks on him more. You just have to keep all loud noises, especially gunfire, at a minimum.”


     “Is there anything we can do when he gets a flashback?”


     “Main thing is talk to him as softly as you can while showing your hands. He must realize that you have nothing to beat him with. He was used to almost daily beatings, and he will panic more if he thinks you are trying to hurt him.”


     “Call me if things get worse. We can prescribe something more powerful if need be, but he must get some rest. The tired mind will play tricks causing him to lose touch with reality.”


     Marilyn thanked the major and hung up the phone. She would have to be patient until his medication arrived.


    

  


  
    


    


     


    Chapter 42


    


     Tom was getting steadily more upset at himself for his relapse that morning when he had lost touch with reality. His anger wasn’t lost on Leon, as he noticed the agitation in his voice and in his mannerisms while they were fishing. Tom nearly lost control of himself when a large bass jumped off his line as he was reeling it in. He became surly, and there was a certain hardness in his eyes and face that Leon hadn’t seen before. Leon was worried about him and his inability to control his emotions and also worried that anything might set him off again. He mentioned it to Marilyn, and she promised that she would beware of his mental state and try not to upset him. Hopefully the medication would show up in a few days.


     Leon was hesitant to go to work the next day but Mama kissed him and shooed him off. Tom had finally dropped off to sleep late that night from sheer exhaustion and she was hoping that he would sleep all day to get rested. He needed to be able to think clearly and the lack of sleep was deterring him from doing so. She spent the morning doing the wash and folding clothes then she heard him calling for her.


     She walked into the bedroom and he patted the bed next to him. She smiled and lay down beside him and closed her eyes. The baby kicked. She lifted up her nightgown revealing her abdomen. “Tom, watch my stomach.”


     Tom took his eyes off her face and stared at her abdomen. “There, did you see that?” He nodded, and she placed his hand where the baby was kicking. Suddenly the baby kicked again. He jerked his hand away. “No, you can’t do that to her!” he shouted.


     “It’s okay Tom. It’s just the baby.”


     His face became distorted as he continued his tirade. “You can’t kick her! She’s my wife! You can’t torture her like that!”


     Marilyn was starting to get frightened. “Tom, don’t worry, the baby isn’t hurting me at all. Everything is fine.”


     Tom started hyperventilating, and he was in a strain trying to breathe. The veins on his head and in his throat were becoming prominent as his face tightened up and turned red. He reached under the mattress and pulled out a large knife. Taking it in both hands he plunged it deep into her abdomen. She screamed and in her mind she tried to get away, but she was unable. The pain was excruciating as he pulled the knife down the length of her stomach. Blood was gushing out, and she passed out. Tom kept plunging the knife in and out cutting out the uterus and flinging it across the room. He grabbed her and hugged her tightly trying to protect her from the VietCong baby that was planted inside her body to torture her. He couldn’t revive her. Her eyes were open wide, but it was like she wasn’t seeing anything. He began to panic.


     Running out of the house toward the road, he started waving his arms back and forth hysterically trying to get anyone’s attention. Shouting at the top of his lungs he was hunting his men. There had to be a medic somewhere. He was risking getting shot being out in the open where the enemy could see him. He ran down the road where he saw the diner and ran inside. A lady paying for her meal at the register started screaming when she saw him, blood dripping down his bare chest onto his pajama bottoms while wielding a bloody knife in his clenched hand.


     On seeing the bloody and hysterical Tom and the knife, Leon rushed out the diner door, jumped into the truck, and spun out toward the house. The bloody footprints on the porch led him down the hall into Marilyn’s bedroom. She was lying on her back, pale and drained of her life’s blood, which was pooled on the bed and the floor. Her abdomen was opened wide, and Leon saw the baby lifeless where it was thrown.


     Leon wailed and started beating himself. “Why did I leave her here alone with that psycho? Why?” He crawled upon the bed smothering her face with kisses and trying to stop the bleeding. There just was no more bleeding to stop. Leon moaned with the total grief that had overtaken him. He kept hugging her until he felt the hand of someone on his shoulder. Staring down on him was Sheriff Mansell who was at the diner eating when Tom came in. Leon didn’t stop. He didn’t want to let her go. He would stay there forever holding his precious Mama. The sheriff let Leon have a few more minutes before he had his deputies separate him. He fought them for a few seconds but soon gave up being weak from his emotions draining his physical body.


     That separation from his mother was when Leon went crazy. The culmination of his entire life’s tragedies had overloaded his brain, heart, and senses. The leaving of Mrs. Jenkins in Arkansas, the attack of Jackson Parker, the loss of Becky Arnold, the tragic death of Louise Turner, the suicide of her husband Morgan, watching the rape of his mother and shooting her attacker, and now the murder of his mother and baby brother. It was more than he could take, and the rage starting building like a fire in a parched forest.


     His troubled soul started blaming everybody. The damned Homer Jenkins, may he rot in hell for taking advantage of Mama and making them move. The brothers Flanagan who force Becky and her parents to move, they didn’t deserve to live. Morgan, his beloved Morgan, could have killed Jackson Parker before the rape, before Mama got pregnant with his bastard child. Damn you Morgan. The United States Army had to share the blame for letting a crazy son of a bitch out of the psycho ward to murder his Mama.


     Leon turned mad, not only psychologically mad, but angry mad. Revenge was starting to formulate in his brain. The prevailing thought that became his greatest desire was to put Major Thomas Downey out of his misery. The man who turned their life upside down, who made Leon truly alone for the first time in his life, would pay for his sins. “Revenge is mine sayeth the Lord”. Leon wasn’t going to wait for God’s punishment on Tom. Leon was damning him to hell now at the first opportunity he had.


     The deputies led him onto the front porch while the sheriff finished taking photos of the crime scene. He was in there alone with his Mama. Maybe he should die too. No, the one who should die was that psychopath step-father. How in God’s name could he take a knife and rip out a baby from his wife’s stomach? Leon stopped crying, and his heart grew cold. The internal walls that kept him from feeling were being built. His soul wouldn’t be allowed to cry out for help from God or anyone else. He was truly alone. He had one desire and after that was finished, he didn’t care if he lived or died. As far as he was concerned without Mama, the old Leon was dead already.


     The coroner arrived and stared pitifully at Leon who wouldn’t even look in his direction. Leon was oblivious to the people who had gathered outside the house while the deputies tried to keep them away from the suffering Leon. Frank and Julia stood huddled together behind the sheriff’s car. Another sheriff car arrived, and Petey jumped out and rushed to his friend.


     “Leon, I’m so sorry. I loved your mother more than my own.”


     Leon looked into Petey’s tear stained face. “Where is Tom?”


     “He has been taken to the jail. Doc Hendrix gave him a shot to knock him out until he calms down. He doesn’t realize what he has done, but he knows something is wrong.”


     “I need to see him.”


     “You will have to get permission from the sheriff, Leon. I’m sure they are going to get the mental health people involved. He is crazy, Leon. The war really messed him up.”


     Leon stared at the ground. He had to get inside that cell somehow. He had business to do. It didn’t matter what messed Tom up. Leon was going to end his pitiful life.


     The coroner and his men brought the body bag out of the house. Leon watched and asked them to wait a minute. He went inside the house and got some scissors.


     “Open it for a second.”


     The coroner looked at the sheriff who nodded. They opened the top where Marilyn’s head was. Her eyes were now closed and she looked more at peace. Leon took the scissors and cut off a long lock of her soft brown hair. He gave her one more kiss and mumbled “Thanks.”


     The coroner zipped up the bag, and Leon knew that was the last time he would ever see his beautiful mother, the joy of his life. He went inside and tied a string around both ends of the lock to keep from losing any of her precious hair. He had a piece of her, something other than just memories. He had some of her. The sheriff watched as Leon meticulously finished his task. “Leon, Petey tells me you want to talk to Tom.”


     “Yes sir.”


     “I don’t think that is wise until he is evaluated by the psychiatrists. He is dangerous right now to himself and you.”


     Leon kept touching his mother’s hair and without looking up he nodded.


     “She and the baby will be at the morgue until tonight when Mr. Sparks will take charge. He will be contacting you. I’m so sorry Leon.”


     Leon nodded again. He was tired of words. There were none that could soothe him now and probably not forever. He withdrew further inside himself. Leon was gone.


    


    


    


    


    


    


    


    


    


    


    


    


    Chapter 43


    


     The next morning was still and quiet as there was nobody left to make any noise but Leon and he lay there alone in his thoughts. He couldn’t bring himself to move just yet, even though it was late morning and he hadn’t eaten since the morning before. His appetite was gone, both for food and life. The only thing that was motivating him was his thoughts of revenge. After that, he could care less. He was tired of this house of misery. Even though there had been plenty of happy times here, the bad outweighed the good. He wanted out of this house and out of Louisiana. There was nowhere else to go.


     Mr. Sparks and Leon met at Sparks Funeral Home where Leon paid for his mother’s funeral. She and the baby were to be buried together and next to Morgan. They were the only family she knew besides Leon and Tom, and Tom was still living. Though not for long if Leon had his way. There was to be a memorial service only for Marilyn. Leon didn’t want to stand there shaking hands while people offered their sympathy and condolences. He didn’t want their sympathy. He would be there, but just for Mama. He wished the funeral was over. He had things to do.


     Frank and Julia had come over and left Leon some food on the kitchen table. Leon called Ronald Latham, the lawyer who settled Morgan’s estate. “I’m so sorry to hear about your mother, Leon. I can’t imagine what you are going through.”


     “Thanks. I need to know about the houses, the diner, and the money. Are those mine only, or does Tom have any claim at all to them?”


     “Leon, all of that was willed to your mother and you. Morgan’s will read if your mother died or divorced, then Tom would get none of the assets. If it was me, and this is off the record, I would take most of the cash and put it in a safe account somewhere other than this area. The property you can’t do anything with right now.”


     “I want to deed the smaller house to Frank and Julia and probably the diner too.”


     “I’ll start the paper work.”


     “Thanks.”


     Leon hung up the phone and his mind was racing. He knew they would try Tom for murder and probably for double homicide. He also knew they would claim insanity, which was probably correct. That would be fine with Leon, because he didn’t want Tom serving years or even life in prison. He wanted Tom dead, and he wanted to be the one who caused it.


     The memorial service was again presided over by Reverend Armstrong who, along with the parishioners of the Bethany Baptist Church, was stunned by the horror inflicted upon such a righteous and gentle woman. The tears that flowed were uncountable, and the people felt pity for Leon as well as themselves for losing such a vital young woman who blessed the church as much as the church blessed them. Some newspaper reporters were there as well as a team from the CBS New Orleans affiliate who took the film back for the people of Louisiana and virtually the entire country to see. They showed Leon sitting staring at the grave that would soon hold the body of his mother. They knew it was big news that an ex-POW killed his wife and the unborn baby she was bearing.


     Leon ignored all the activity that was around him. He was wishing the day was over, where he could be alone in his thoughts and not be put on display. The deputies kept the media away from him and instead they interviewed Sheriff Mansell, who told them that Tom was to undergo psychiatric testing and would be tried accordingly. They interviewed Reverend Armstrong, who told of the character of Marilyn Ledbedder Downey and her graciousness and genuine love for all those around her. She was looking like the saint she was, and Leon would watch their reports later that night on the television that Morgan had purchased for Louise years earlier. It only exacerbated his desire to avenge the murder of his mother and little brother, who Leon named Abel. Abel was killed by his brother Cain, and God avenged him. Leon would be the god who avenged Mama and little Abel.


     Leon took over one hundred thousand dollars from Morgan’s savings and drove to Longview, Texas, where he opened a new account. He had kept another five thousand for expenses for his task. Finding an Army Navy surplus store, he asked the store manager for a sniper rifle. “I’m afraid we can’t sell that to civilians.” Leon pulled out ten fresh one hundred dollar bills out of his pocket. The manager took him behind the curtain. He handed Leon a rifle and rifle bag.


    “This is an M40A1 sniper rifle. It is good up to one thousand yards and holds five rounds of these .308 Winchester cartridges. I have never seen you or this gun before, and I would appreciate it if you got lost.”


    Leon walked calmly to the truck with the gun and a box of rounds and never looked back. Leaving Longview he breathed a sigh of relief. He had the weapon and now he needed the shot. He took his time driving back to Louisiana, as he wasn’t in any hurry. When he got home, he took the clothing he needed along with his guns and hid them in the barn. He took a gas can and poured out its contents on the floor of the Turner house. He struck the match and watched as the flames started climbing the walls burning furniture and the curtains. He stepped outside and watched as he stroked Mama’s hair. The house where Mama died fell to the ground before the fire department arrived. Leon disappeared.


    


    


    


    


    


    


    


    


    


    


    


    


    


    


    


    


    Chapter 44


    


     Leon called the sheriff’s department from a pay phone twenty miles away. The familiar voice of Petey answered, “Hello, Deputy Parker, can I help you?”


     “Petey, it’s Leon. Can we talk without anyone knowing that it’s me?”


     “Sure Leon. The sheriff is at the jail with mental health talking to Tom, and the rest of the deputies are on patrol and at lunch. Sheriff Mansell is looking for you.”


     “I figured that.”


     “He thinks you burned down the Turner house.”


     “I did. There were too many bad memories there for me. I didn’t want to ever look at it again.”


     “I understand. I don’t ever drive by the house where I was raised. I don’t care if I never see my family again.”


     “I wish I could see mine.”


     “I know, Leon. Where are you?”


     “Off the record, I’m on a payphone out of town about twenty miles from there. Promise you won’t tell anyone.”


     “I promise. What are you going to do, Leon? You still going to start at Louisiana Tech or what?”


     “No. I am just riding around and thinking. Have the Army guys come to see Tom yet?”


     “They should be here tomorrow, some big brass from San Diego. They want to interview you. They want to know what happened from an eye witness, and you are the closest thing to it.”


     “It’s their fault. They released Tom while he was still crazy. They are mostly to blame for my Mama.”


     Petey was silent, but deep down he knew Leon was right.


     “Where are you staying, Petey?”


     “I’m renting a room from the Schusters.”


     “Old man Erich the German on route 3?”


     “That’s the one. I needed a room, and they needed the money. I moved in last night. Didn’t take long because I don’t have much stuff.”


     “Do you have a phone number there, Petey?”


     “Yes.” Petey gave Leon the number. Mrs. Schuster will probably answer. Her English is terrible, but just ask for me.”


     Leon chuckled. “Thanks Petey. I’ll call either the department or your place. I need to know what is happening with Tom, so if you hear anything, let me know.”


     “Will do, Leon. You take care. Don’t do anything stupid.”


     Leon hung up the phone and headed south trying to throw whoever might want to know his whereabouts off the trail.


    


     * * * * * * 


    


     Dr. Methvin sat still after listening to Leon’s account of his mother’s death. He planned on going to the Shreveport Public Library to check on accounts of Marilyn’s death. He had heard about it of course; with it being almost thirty years ago, he had forgotten the names of those involved. He vaguely remembered seeing the clip of the young man sitting alone at his mother’s funeral while the sheriff was being interviewed. He doubted that the sheriff was still alive, because he looked to be in his fifties at the time. He wanted some information from those who lived through those times if he could find any. It would help in his analysis of Leon.


     “Leon, what happened to Petey after all these years?”


     “He became the sheriff a few years back.”


     “He visits every once in a while along with Miss Baker, my first grade teacher. She visited me two years ago and writes me every now and then.”


     “When did you hear from her last?”


     “She wrote me about three months ago telling me that Frank and Julia were doing well with the diner. They are good people. They have two kids who are out of college, and one is in the oil business. The girl has two children of her own and lives in Tampa. Those were some more people Dr. Methvin needed to talk to. He would call them soon.


    


     * * * * * * 


    


     The phone rang at the Schuster residence. “Hello, may I speak to Deputy Parker?”


     The woman with the thick German accent replied, “Yes, hold on just a moment, please.”


     Footsteps were heard as they approached the phone. “Hello?”


     “Hey, Petey. What’s new with Tom?”


     “The Army shrinks think he was insane at the time of your mom’s death. They are going to testify to that extent, and they believe he will be released for treatment. The case will be tried in Homer two weeks from Monday.”


     “What do they have him charged with?”


     “Two counts of murder. Haven’t you been reading the papers?”


     “Yes, just wanted to be sure. You know how newspapers are often wrong.”


     “They still want to talk to you, Leon.”


     “I think I will be there before the trial, Petey. I will come by the Sheriff’s Department to see if I can see Tom. I have a few questions for him myself.”


     “See you then Leon.”


    


    


    


    


    

  


  
    


    


    


    


    Chapter 45


    


     Leon drove the next day to Homer, where the Claiborne Parish Courthouse was located. He drove slowly around the square looking at the beautiful antebellum structure that was small but served the people of Claiborne Parish well. He got out of the car and walked into the courthouse. A janitor was busy mopping the floor and Leon told him he was a newpaper reporter from Shreveport and wanted to know which door the prisoners came in and out of the courthouse. The janitor pointed at the door where Leon entered. He then asked where the courtroom for the trial would be held. The janitor was getting tired of his questions and wished Leon would leave him alone to finish his mopping. The courtroom is right there. Leon peered into the small room. He was surprised at the size, but the parish itself wasn’t that populated. Leon went back to the entrance and studied the buildings across the street. There was a two story, flat roofed building which would be perfect for his use. He walked behind the building and saw a set of fire stairs that led to the roof. He couldn’t ask for anything better. It was perfect.


     Grabbing a Homer Guardian Journal newspaper, Leon read with interest the article on the front page about the trial. Tom Downey was being represented by John Felker of Shreveport, an old Army friend, who was determined that his client was innocent of the charges. The D.A., Warren Boswell, was in charge of the prosecution and stated in his interview that not only was Tom guilty of all charges, but he would be seeking the death penalty. Judge Alvin Stone would be trying the case, and jury selection would begin in two weeks. Leon put down the paper and studied the surroundings once again. He then headed out of town toward home. The stake out was perfect. He shouldn’t have any trouble.


     He rehashed his plan, picturing in his mind the timing. He saw how long it would take him to leave the courthouse. Walk around the buildings, and to climb the stairs onto the roof where his sniper weapon would be waiting for him. He could picture the distance, and the two shots, one in Tom’s chest and one in his head as he left the courthouse. He would then surrender to the police, and call it a life. Mama would be avenged and he would find the peace he hadn’t had since Mama was slaughtered by the hand of that madman.


     Leon drove up around the barn where nobody could see his vehicle. He went in to make sure that the gun and his supplies were where he had left them. They hadn’t been touched. He walked over to the cottage and knocked on the door. Julia answered and squealed. She gave him a big hug, and Tom came to see what the commotion was. He gave Leon a bear hug, and they invited him in for supper. He was ready for food, as he hadn’t eaten a good meal in days. Julia warmed up the leftover potatoes and corn they had for supper, and he ate the chicken cold. It was just like Mama’s, just like Louise’s. He ate until he was stuffed. They peppered him with questions. Ronald Latham had dropped some papers off for him. The sheriff had been by three times and wanted to see him. Some Army doctors needed his presence at an interview. Leon smiled and said he was ready and was going to the sheriff’s office in the morning.


     Julia invited him to stay in his old bedroom until he decided what he wanted to do. He accepted, took a long well-needed shower and fell asleep very quickly. He didn’t dream or wake up several times for the first time since that fateful day Mama died. He was at peace.


     Leon arose the next day well rested and calm. His madness was deep within, but he suppressed it until he felt it was needed. Frank and Julia had left him some biscuits before they went to the diner. Leon warmed them up and devoured three of them before he dressed to leave for the sheriff’s office. He caught himself smiling and knew that each passing second was a second closer to Tom’s death. The clock kept ticking within his brain and he was more excited than apprehensive about that day. He slid into the truck and headed for his appointed rounds.


     Leon entered the front door of the sheriff’s department and Petey rushed over to welcome him home. The deputies soon saw Leon and they too were happy to see him. One of them knocked on Sheriff Mansell’s office door and he walked out bearing a coffee cup in one hand which he laid on a desk before shaking Leon’s hand. “Glad to see you young man. We need to talk.”


     He led Leon into his office and shut the door. “Leon, there are a thousand things we need to do before this trial. First, I want to know about the house.”


     “I burned it.”


     The sheriff nodded. “I thought you did. The insurance company is going crazy. They want you arrested for arson thinking you did it for the money.”


     “I don’t want their money. Tell them to keep it. I did it because that house was full of pain and bad memories, and I didn’t want to see it again.”


     “I’m sure we can get them to drop the charges if you agree not to place a claim on it.”


     “No problem.”


     “Next the army has a team of psychiatrists here to examine Tom. They claim that he was not mentally responsible for his actions, and they want to talk to you about the events leading up to his arrest. When can you do that?”


     “Tomorrow. I have other business to take care of today. I will tell them what they need to know under one circumstance.”


     The sheriff looked up into Leon’s determined face. “What’s that?”


     “I want to talk to Tom by myself for ten minutes. No deputies, no doctors, nobody.”


     “I’ll run that by the doctors and Tom’s lawyer. We will know that in the morning, but you will be searched for weapons for yours, and Tom’s protection.”


     “That’s fine.”


     “I have Petey’s statement. Now I need yours.”


     “Where do I start?”


     “Start the day you were target practicing.”


     Leon leaned back into his chair and looked at the ceiling tiles. “Momma and Tom were having breakfast. Petey and I went behind the barn for some target practice. We had fired about five rounds each when Tom came from beside the barn and told us to drop our weapons. Mama started screaming, and he fired over her head. She tried to calm him down. Finally he dropped his pistol and began bawling and blubbering. He apologized, but I was scared for Mama’s safety. She had me take him fishing while she called Major Caldwell for advice. Tom got angry while we were fishing because he lost a big bass. Little things were bothering him, and he had no control of his temper. Things were better the next morning as Mama said he was still asleep. I wanted to stay home from work, but she made me leave. If I hadn’t, she probably would still be alive. The next thing that happened was when Tom came to the diner all bloody with that knife in his hand. You know the rest.”


     “That corroborates what Petey said happened. I don’t want you running off until the trial is over. Do you understand?”


     “Yes. I will be staying in the cottage with Frank and Julia if you need me. I will be back in the morning to answer questions for the doctors if I can see Tom. If not, they will have to wait until the trial.”


     “Fair enough. Glad to have you back home, son.”


     Leon stood up and shook the sheriff’s hand. Step one was complete. Now he needed to travel to town to see Ronald Latham. The lawyer was at a meeting but would return about eleven a.m. Leon took the time to study the contents of the envelope. Tom’s lawyer wanted all bank records as well as an inventory of all Marilyn’s possessions. He was trying to get half of all Marilyn’s holdings for Tom. Mr. Latham knew that, because everything was in Leon’s as well as Marilyn’s name, Leon would probably get half of Marilyn’s part and Tom the other half. That would leave Leon with three quarters of everything. This was all providing that Tom was found innocent of murder or manslaughter. Since Marilyn had given the church fifty thousand dollars of her half of the money, Tom’s part would be even less. The only problem was the property.


     The clause that was in Leon’s favor was in Morgan’s will and specified if Marilyn died before Tom turned twenty-five all the property would belong to Leon and not her spouse unless another child was born to her and her husband. Morgan wanted Leon taken care of; he wasn’t worried about Marilyn’s widower. He could take care of himself. This part would be contested. Since Marilyn had no will, this would probably hold up in court.


     Leon was glad to read that part. Tom’s lawyers didn’t yet have a copy of Morgan’s will so they were in the dark about that provision. Ronald Latham thought Leon would be able to keep all the land but would have to give up a quarter of the money, except for that already given to the church by Marilyn and for Leon’s college fund.

     Mr. Latham arrived and motioned Leon into his private office where he explained the situation point by point. “Leon, I believe any judge we get will give you all the property. They don’t know about the stocks, and I don’t think we will tell them anything about them. So, I believe that the original one hundred and sixty-two thousand minus the fifty thousand your mama gave to the church divided by twenty-five percent would mean you would owe Tom a little over twenty-eight thousand dollars.”


     Leon smiled. He was expecting a lot worse case scenario. “Thanks for your help. I will need help of course with all the lawyer stuff. I also would still like to sign the cottage over to Frank and Julia. They need it more than I do.”


     “That’s very commendable, Leon. I’ll have the papers drawn up by next week, and you can sign them then.”


     “I need all this taken care of before two weeks is up. After the trial, I may be gone for a while.”


     “That should be no problem, Leon. Come back next week, and all will be ready.”


     Leon stood up to leave. He reached across the desk and shook his lawyer’s hand. “Thanks for all your help. You are a life saver.”


     “My pleasure, Leon. I just wish it were under better circumstances.”


     Leon left pleased with what had transpired. It was his plan that Tom wouldn’t get to spend one red cent of Mama’s money. They didn’t need cash in hell.


    


    


    


    


    


    


    


    


    


    


    


    


    


    


    


    


    


    Chapter 46


    


    The next morning Leon went to the diner for breakfast where he received well wishes and hugs from the regular people he had helped serve for years. He dreaded going there, but he was hungry and thought he might as well get it over with. He couldn’t stay out of the diner forever. Julia, who was doing all the cooking now, had hired another lady to help Elizabeth with the waitressing and cleaning, and Frank was able to handle the pumps and register by himself. It was running smoothly, and Leon was quite glad to see that. It was one less worry he had to keep him from his self-appointed destiny.


    Today was important for Leon. Today, if all was approved, he was going to talk to Tom. He would let the Army people and doctors talk to him all they wanted. He just needed to confirm a suspicion that had been gnawing at him since before Mama’s murder. It wouldn’t let go of him, and the more he thought about it the tighter reign it had on Leon.


     Arriving at the sheriff’s office later that morning, Leon was greeted heartily by the men on duty. Petey, manning the desk and the phone which had been silent all morning, was studying a procedures textbook on hostage negotiation. Leon got a kick out of the irony of someone who hated reading and studying with a passion turning into someone who couldn’t learn enough. He was glad and proud of his friend who was making the best out of his life, while Leon himself was unable to start his fulfilling his own huge potential due to life’s strange and horrible twists. Life was so unfair, but he couldn’t dwell on that now.


     Leon was ushered into Sheriff Mansell’s office where the sheriff was busy studying paperwork. “Morning, Leon.”


     “Hi, Sheriff.”


     “The doctors and Tom’s lawyer were quite apprehensive about your talking to Tom by yourself, but I vouched for your character and am trusting you to not cause any trouble.”


     “I just want to talk to him for a few minutes alone.”


     The sheriff studied Leon’s face and finally looked back down at his waiting paperwork. He pressed the intercom button and asked Petey to send in Deputy Gordon.


     “Make sure he’s clean and stay outside the door. The first sign of trouble I want you in there.”


     Deputy Gordon nodded. “Stand up Leon and put your hands on the wall.” He patted Leon’s body and was satisfied that there were no weapons hidden on his person. “He’s clean, Sheriff.”


     “Okay Leon. You will have ten minutes tops. You need anything holler for Gordon. Tom will be handcuffed just in case you set him off. He can be dangerous as you are well aware. Your interview with the doctors will be at one o’clock this afternoon. The D.A. will be present also. Any questions?”


     “No. Thank you for this.”


     Sheriff Mansell waved his hand for them to get it over with. He could see no good coming out of Leon’s visit with Tom.


     Deputy Gordon took Leon down the hall and unlocked the jail door. He led Leon down to the last cell where Tom was sitting reading an old Sports Illustrated. “Hello, Leon, I hear you are wanting to see me.”


     Deputy Gordon unlocked the cell and pulled out his handcuffs. He cuffed Tom’s hands together and told them both to holler if they needed him. He left the cell and went back into the front office closing the heavy door behind him to give them some privacy.


     Tom glared at Leon. “I bet you would like to kill me now. Wouldn’t you son?”


     “Don’t call me son.”


     Tom laughed and stared intensely at Leon seeming to read his thoughts. “You know. Don’t you? You are a very perceptive person Leon, but not perceptive enough to save Mama.”


     “I had a bad feeling since that second night after you got home.”


     “What do you mean?”


     “You kept asking Mama about Morgan and Louise and about the land and houses. I heard her telling you that she and I inherited everything. You wanted the money. You acted all crazy for us just so you wouldn’t be found guilty when you killed her. Why? She loved you, Tom. Why would you kill her?”


     “She was a whore, having another bastard child.”


     Leon wished he had a knife. He would have had taken Tom’s life before Deputy Gordon could have gotten into the cell. “You lousy son of a bitch! You will get out of the murder charges because I will testify for your insanity. Believe me, you better be watching over your shoulder, because I will avenge my mother’s blood.”


     “Leon, I have been through a tremendous amount of danger over the years. Don’t think that you are going to scare me.” He started laughing.


     Leon spit into his face. The spittle ran down, and Tom didn’t bother to wipe it off. “I have been through such violent torture the last three years that I can handle anything Leon. I did love your mother, but I have grown hard since getting out of Nam. Torture and going through the hell I went through changed me. When I found out she was pregnant, I only wanted to end their miserable existence. They are both better off. Now I think it is time for you to leave.”


     Leon didn’t shed a tear. He didn’t want Tom to see that his words had affected him in any way. He had gotten what he came for. Tom had admitted the truth.


     Leon called for the deputy. He came and let Leon out of the cell.


     Tom called after them. “Bye, son. See you in court.”


     Leon thought to himself, “See you in hell.”


     Sheriff Mansell was waiting at the door when Leon came out. “That was fast. Did you get what you were after.”


     “Oh yes, Sir. I did. I’ll be back at one.” Leon walked out the door and headed to the barn. He unwrapped the sniper rifle. Taking five rounds, he set the target up over five hundred yards away. The gun was amazing. He shot a square with a hole in the center. Tom wouldn’t know what hit him, unless he first hit him where he wouldn’t die immediately before he blew his head off. He would like Tom to know he was dead before he actually died. He wanted Tom to know the second bullet was coming.


     Leon took the gun apart and placed it back in its hiding place. He was anticipating that day less than three weeks from now when he could pull the trigger taking his revenge out on Mama’s killer. How could Tom thrust a knife into a woman who had nothing but love for him? Leon wept in the barn. He promised God and himself that whatever happened after Tom’s death he would walk only the roads of goodness. The fork in the road that separated good and evil had already been past, and Leon made the only choice he felt that he could make. He just hoped that it wasn’t the last fork he would come to.


    


    


    


    


    


    


    


    


    


    


    


    


    


    


    


    


    Chapter 47


    


     Leon headed to the diner and had a bite of lunch. Elizabeth stayed at his table and chatted with him for a couple of minutes. She was a cute little blond a couple of years older than him, but he wasn’t interested in idle chit-chat. Maybe another time and place, but not now. He had to focus and he didn’t want anything to get in the way. He left her a large tip to appease her feelings if he had seemed distant to her. He left for his appointment.


     The parking lot was crowded when Leon arrived just before one o’clock. There were government cars and big fancy lawyer cars. Leon would give them what they wanted. He would say those words to convince them that Tom was indeed crazy. He entered the sheriff office, and Petey pointed toward the conference room. Leon knocked on the door and was greeted by Sheriff Mansell who motioned him to sit at the end of a long table. Glancing around the room Leon was aware of several strange faces staring at this young man who could make or break the trial.


     “Leon, I want to introduce you to your questioners. First going clockwise is Tom’s lawyer, John Felker of Shreveport. Next to him are Major Caldwell and Captain Tolliver of the United States Army. At the other end, are Warren Boswell, the district attorney, and Edward Johnson, the assistant district attorney. Next to him is Sheila Anderson who is the court reporter recording this interview. You will be sworn in so you must be totally truthful in all your answers. Do you understand?”


     “Yes, Sir.”


     Sheila Anderson took a Bible and had Leon place his left hand on it and his right into the air. “Do you solemnly swear to tell the truth, the whole truth, and nothing but the truth so help you God?”


     “I do.”


     John Felker stood up. He was a tall slightly graying man whose posture and carriage witnessed to him being an ex-soldier. He looked at Leon and started his line of questioning. “Leon, I am terribly sorry about your mother as we all are here. We asked you here to help us determine the frame of mind of Captain Thomas Downey during the period in question from his arrival here in Louisiana until the day of your mother’s death. Can you describe the events leading up to his leaving for Vietnam in July of 1971?”


     “Yes, Sir. He came to our diner just before July 4, and everybody was glad to see him. He was like a big hero to all those people even the Turners who ran the diner. Mama was waitressing, and they seemed to hit it off and soon were dating. They went to the Fourth of July fireworks display and were together almost the whole time until he left.”


     “What kind of relationship did you have with Tom?”


     “We got along very well. We fished, and he taught me some procedures to use when shooting a rifle and pistol. We grew fairly close.”


     “What about your mother?”


     “She fell in love with him very quickly. The last day she was to take him to Shreveport to catch his flight, and they got married at the courthouse.”


     “I know it must have been very hard on your mother when she was contacted that he was missing.”


     “My mother suffered for over three years while he was held captive. It was very hard watching her go through the pain she was living though.”


     “Leon, tell us the details of when your mother found out he was alive but a prisoner.”


     “She was very relieved but at the same time very worried when he wasn’t released right after the war was over. The day they called that Tom had been released was the day she was raped.” All eyes were on Leon except Sheila’s. She was busying recording the words coming from Leon’s testimony.


     “We all have the sheriff report from that day, Leon, so we won’t go over that. Your mother must have been a very strong woman to come through that and decide to keep the baby when most would have had an abortion.”


     “My mother was a very godly woman who wouldn’t take another life even if it cost her own life which is basically what it did.”


     “Describe what happened the day Tom came home.”


     “We arrived at the bus station early in case the bus was early. Tom got off and Mama rushed to hug him. He pulled back because, as we learned later, he didn’t want to touch her belly because of the baby. On the ride home he asked about the Turners. We told him that Louise died when a tree fell on her, and her husband Morgan shot himself in the head at her gravesite. He asked me to stop the car, and he got out and started vomiting and screaming. Mama got scared and started back to the car, and I went to him to tell him to calm down because he was scaring her.”


     “How did he look?”


     “He looked scared, and he was shaking. He said he had a flashback to when another soldier was shot in the head because Tom wouldn’t tell the enemy what they wanted to know.”


     “What happened later?”


     “He had moments when he was acting very strange. Mama said she would wake up at night, and he would be sitting in a chair watching her sleep. He wasn’t the same Tom we knew before the war.”


     “Tell us about the incident before he went crazy.”


     “I object.” The D.A. was getting riled up at the defense lawyer’s terminology.


     “Tell us about the incident at the barn. We already have Petey Parker’s testimony as well as the sheriff’s from that day.”


     Leon told it just the way it happened including the craziness and look in Tom’s face and the anger he exhibited while fishing. He didn’t leave out any details. He told the truth as he knew it at that time.


     “Describe to us the morning your mother died.”


     “Mama said he slept well that night. I wanted to stay home from work to make sure she was safe. She made me go on anyway. The next think I knew Tom came into the diner with a large knife and blood all over his chest and pajamas. I drove home and saw Mama lying on the bed with her belly cut open and the baby on the floor across the room where Tom had thrown it.”


     The court reporter stopped typing and looked at Leon with tears streaming down her face. She placed her hand on his and wiped her tears with her free hand. She had never heard anything so tragic as a young man finding his mother so brutally murdered. It took a few moments for her to compose herself so the room fell deadly silent.


     Finally John Felker asked Leon his opinion of Tom Downey’s state of mind at the time of her murder.


     “I think he was crazier than hell. He had no business being released by the Army psychiatrists.” All eyes fell on Major Caldwell who was looking down at the table. There was no way he could defend himself after that testimony. He didn’t even try.


     “I think I have all I need, but I want the chance to re-direct a little later.”


     Warren Boswell, the district attorney, stood up. His dark suit wasn’t tailor made like Mr. Felker’s who obviously was quite successful. He was short and thick with a paunch belly forcing his pants to their limit. He had thick bushy eyebrows which seemed to rise and fall with every word. His deep voice could have been heard easily in any courtroom as it was booming at times. He looked at Leon and also expressed sympathy for Leon’s plight. “Leon, are you or have you ever been a psychiatrist or studied psychology in school?”


     “No sir.”


     “Well, what makes you think Captain Downey was crazy?”


     “Mama had two books written by ex-prisoners of war who describe what they had gone through with post-war stress. We both read them, and the behavior pattern with Tom was very much the same. He was not in a rational frame of mind. He should have been hospitalized until he wasn’t a danger to himself or anyone else.”


     Leon’s answer stunned the D.A. who obviously thought he was dealing with some hick kid instead someone who was probably Ivy League material. He mumbled beneath his breath as he decided that he was in a no win position. “I have no further questions.”


     Tom’s lawyer couldn’t help grinning a little. He knew the case was won here in this little room. There was no court in the land who wouldn’t have granted the insanity plea with Leon’s testimony. He was thinking to himself that the wrong person was on trial. It should be the United States Army and Major Caldwell himself. Warren Boswell was now thinking the same thing, but no one wanted to tackle the U.S. government in court.


     The sheriff asked Major Caldwell if he wanted to ask any questions. He shook his head and remained silent. His career could be at stake if they decided to hold him accountable, so he didn’t want to make any waves.


     “Does anybody else need anything before we let Leon go?”


     All answers were negative. The sheriff nodded at Leon. “You can go now Leon. They have what they want.” Leon stood up and received a hug from Sheila Anderson, whose makeup was smeared all over her face. He left the room and gave Petey a smack on the arm. “Holler sometime and let’s go fishing.” Petey gave Leon a thumb’s up as he continued to listen to an old lady complain on the telephone about the neighbor’s dog which kept her up all hours of the night.


    


    


    


    


    


    


    Chapter 48


    


     The remainder of the two weeks leading to the murder trial was full of speculation by the local and state news agencies. There were small groups of cameramen and reporters interviewing residents of the area who knew both Marilyn and Tom. More than once Leon found himself tailed by cars with network emblems but he gave them the slip due to knowing every pig trail around. He was kind of enjoying himself playing with them, leading them along, taking shortcuts and losing them on trails where his truck would go and their automobiles couldn’t.


     On the day of the jury selection Leon went to Homer to again scope out the area. He climbed the back of the building and watched as people entered and exited the courthouse. Leon saw that he had a clear shot even when there was a crowd coming in or out. He sat there visualizing the entire thing, getting out of the courtroom after the verdict, crossing the street, walking behind the building, climbing the stairs, unwrapping the gun, and getting into position. He saw Tom coming out of the courthouse flanked by his lawyer and the Army physicians. He pictured aiming at his throat as he started down the stairs, firing a round where Tom would feel the pain and know that he was about to die before he put the second bullet into his head. It was almost too easy.


     The jury selection took all morning, and Leon hung around the square getting a bite to eat and listening to the gossip. Most of the sympathy of the locals was with Tom, who was well known around the parish. Leon didn’t care about their opinions; he was just worried about revenge. They would never know that Tom had faked the mental illness unless he confessed to it. The people would not believe Leon if he just came out and told them about his conversation with Tom. It would be Leon’s word against a war hero’s. No contest.


     The trial was set to begin the next day. Leon would be sure to get there early. He would be one of the first witnesses to testify unless the prosecution felt his testimony would be counter-productive to their cause. Then the defense would call him. Either way, he was prepared. He was restless that night, almost totally unable to sleep due to his anticipation. He finally drifted off to sleep and awoke with a start wondering where he was and if the trial was over yet. He glanced at a clock which said four thirty, so he took a shower and dressed in some of his church clothes. Although he had loaded the rifle and bullets into Mama’s car the night before, he opened the trunk to make sure everything was there. He didn’t leave anything to chance. He would stay the remainder of the trial in Homer at a motel where he would be minutes away in case anything unusual happened.


     Leon arrived in town and parked on the square in front of the building that he was going to use. He found a restaurant that was open and went in to have some breakfast. While he was waiting on his eggs and toast, a photographer snapped some pictures of him. He didn’t like his privacy invaded so he politely asked the photographer to stop. The photographer noticed by the look on Leon’s face that he meant business so he left Leon to eat his meal. The picture made the front page of most Louisiana newspapers and several of the larger national papers the next day. It was accompanied by an article about the young man who found his mother and unborn baby brother slaughtered by his war hero step-father. A small story and photo would even make Time Magazine. Leon couldn’t wait until after the trial when he would really give them something to write about.


     Leon wasn’t called to testify until the second day. The D.A. started with the sheriff and followed with Petey’s account. On cross examination the defense was able to show that Major Thomas Downey did brutally murder his wife and unborn child, but that was the work of a deranged or insane individual. The proof was obvious to all those who witnessed the trial Tom was indeed an honorable war hero who was so beaten down by his experiences as a prisoner that he was tragically mentally and emotionally unstable at the time of the murders. Petey’s testimony about the day before the murder was especially damaging as a deputy had first hand knowledge of the defendant and his state of mind prior to the murders. All was going exactly the way Leon and the defense team knew it would. There was no doubt.


     The prosecution called Major Caldwell who admitted that Tom was released to come home because he was considered mentally competent and therefore not a risk to himself or anyone. They drove the point home that a military psychiatrist with several years of experience treating solders who had experienced the same kind of torture and duress that Tom had been through thought that Captain Downey was capable of normal living. He hadn’t even been prescribed any medication to treat his “insanity” or “post-war stress syndrome”.


     “Why did you sign the release papers on Captain Downey? Is it because you believed he was cured of his condition?”


     “He exhibited no signs or symptoms of any psychological problems after the first three months of treatment. We felt that he was well.”


     “So this man, who you treated for months, was released from care without any medication because you could find nothing wrong with him or his behavior.”


     “That’s correct.”


     “So the day after his release this man, who supposedly was well enough to live a normal life, had an episode where he became violently sick and screamed uncontrollably according to Sheriff Mansell’s testimony and is now considered temporarily insane.”


     “He had received bad news about a friend who shot himself in the head. It triggered a flashback to where a fellow prisoner of war was shot in the head by the enemy due to Captain Downey’s refusal to give them classified information.”


     “That is highly unfortunate, but how would something such as someone dying have such an adverse effect on someone deemed psychologically stable that he would soon kill his wife and child? How is that possible? Why was this man released if he was so unstable?”


     “I told you sir. He was considered well enough to withstand regular life outside the military.”


     “I still can’t understand how someone so called “well” could in a matter of a few days be so insanely ill as to murder his wife with a knife, and cut out the baby, and throwing it across the room.”


     “Objection your honor!”


     “Overruled.”


     “If this man is not guilty of killing his wife and baby then maybe the guilty party is the United States Army and you, Major Caldwell. How do you tell someone who finds his mother with her abdomen cut wide open and her blood all over the room that her killer was just days before a mentally and emotionally sound man? Almost as soon as he gets off the bus he suddenly turns violently unstable and insane.”


     Major Caldwell looked stunned and unable to answer the question that he hoped would never be asked. He looked down into his clasped hands and shook his head. “I don’t know. He had passed all his examinations that we do for everyone we treat with this particular problem.”


     “No further questions your honor. We reserve the right for further questioning later.”


     John Felker slowly rose to his feet hoping to undo some of the damage done by the testimony of Tom’s doctor. “Major Caldwell, have there been any other setbacks like this case where someone released by you or your staff went crazy and murdered his family?”


     “None that I’m aware of.”


     “How did Captain Downey progress with treatment?”


     “He was amazing. His nightmares ended within a week and he was functioning coherently and rationally within a month. We were able to stop his sedatives and medication soon after that. He was a model patient, very strong, and wanted very much to get home to his wife.”


     “Then why would he suddenly have such a turnaround that he would become so violent and kill the wife he was looking so forward to seeing?”


     “The only explanation I have is he had a flashback to where he thought he was in immediate danger. He hasn’t been able to tell us that yet.”


     “Thank you Major Caldwell.” The major stepped off the stand and walked out of the courtroom. He had enough humiliation for one day; he wanted to be alone in his thoughts. Leon watched him leave and felt just a little pity for him. His patient had him fooled along with everybody else except for Leon. Maybe he would tell him someday to ease his conscious, then again, maybe not.


    


    


    


    


    


    


    


    


    


    


    


    


    


    


    


    


    


    


    Chapter 49


    


     The prosecution rested the next morning after some psychiatric expert witnesses did little to dispel the argument by the defense that Tom was temporarily insane at the time of the murders. Mr. Felker would begin his defense immediately after lunch on that second day. His prime witness was Leon, who was beginning to get a little nervous but was amazingly cool on the outside. He must play the part of the suffering family member, which he was, but also balance the thin line between hatred for his mother’s killer and making sure he was found innocent. He didn’t want Tom to spend years in some country club prison. He wanted Tom to be imprisoned permanently inside his casket underneath the Louisiana dirt forgotten and alone.


     Court resumed after lunch. Leon had taken a seat in the back when Judge Alvin Stone wrapped his gavel. “Is the defense, ready?”


     John Felker stood up resplendent in his three piece tailored suit and shiny Italian shoes. “We are, Your Honor.”


     “You may call your first witness.”


     “The defense calls Leon Ledbedder.”


     Leon rose from his seat and made his way toward the witness stand. He was aware that every eye was upon him as the son of the murder victim and the one person who had the key to the trial. He was the most important witness of the trial. He had lived and breathed the same air as the victim and her killer.


     Sheila Anderson gave Leon a smile as he placed his hand on the Bible the bailiff was holding while repeating the oath she had administered to him just two weeks before. Leon smiled back and said “I do” before sitting down and looking at Tom, dressed in his military best looking anything but insane.


     Mr. Felker walked from behind the table and toward the front of the courtroom. He was being as dramatic as possible to impress the court and the jury that he held the truth in his hands, and there wasn’t anything the D.A. could do to change that. “Leon, what is your relationship to the victim?”


     “I am her son.”


     “What is your relationship to the defendant?”


     “I was his stepson.”


     “Tell the court about your mother and Tom’s relationship prior to him leaving for Vietnam.”


     Leon went through the entire history of their meeting, the courtship, and their wedding on the day of his departure. “She was definitely in love with him. Her eyes would light up when she talked about him, and she spent time in front of the mirror making herself as perfect as she could for him. She was as happy as I had ever seen her.”


     “So in your opinion they were both in love and happy.”


     “Yes sir. Tom had promised that after his next tour of duty in Vietnam he would get out of the service and come home to Louisiana, have a big wedding, and settle down.”


     “Is this what you wanted also, Leon?’


     “I wanted nothing but for my mother to be happy. Tom seemed like he was as crazy about her as she was him.”


     “What happened then Leon?”


     “We got the news that Tom was missing and finally captured by the enemy. My mother spent many sleepless nights, and we could tell that she had that constant worry about Tom even on her good days. We could see it in her face especially when the phone rang. She would rush over to answer it thinking it was about Tom.”


     “This went on how long?”


     “Over three years.”


     “What happened when she received the phone call that Tom was released and would soon be coming home.”


     “I was at work at the time so I didn’t hear the conversation first hand. After she hung up the phone and went into the bedroom, she was tied to the bed and raped.”


     The courtroom started buzzing with conversation and got louder until the judge rapped the gavel. “Order in the courtroom!” The noise gradually died down, and John Felker was allowed to continue.


     “Tell us about the rape, Leon.”


     “A madman was paroled from prison the day before the rape. He had threatened Mama that he was coming after her before he was sent off. Mama had rushed in the house after she heard the phone and had her conversation with Major Caldwell about Tom being released. As they were nearing the end of the conversation, the phone went dead. She went to the bedroom to pick up that phone, but it was dead also. She was changing clothes to finish painting the bedroom when her attacker started strangling her with a phone cord. He told her not to scream, or he would kill me when I got home while she watched. She more or less gave up, and let him rape her.”


     “Where were you at the time, Leon?”


     “I was finishing cleaning up at the diner when the phone rang, and my friend Petey told me that Jackson Parker was loose and probably in the area. I ran home and snuck into the house. I could hear activity in the bedroom, so I looked though the door and saw him on top of my mother raping her. I sneaked into my bedroom, got my .357 magnum, and waited until he started standing up. I couldn’t shoot him before that because he held a knife to her throat. I blew his head off when he stood up.”


     The murmer started again this time getting much louder. The judge ordered for quiet. “If this continues, I will clear the courtroom.” The reporters were busy writing Leon’s testimony. It would make the national headlines that next day. He would be a hero, but that wasn’t what he wanted.


     “Leon, what happened next?”


     “My mother started getting sick from being pregnant. She was advised by many people to have an abortion, but she was a godly woman and decided to love and raise it as she did me.”


     The jury was looking straight at Leon many dabbing tears with their handkerchiefs. He looked down at his feet and waited for the next round of questioning. He was beginning to get too emotional, and he needed to calm himself down before he spurted out Tom’s confession to him in the jail cell.


     “Leon, you must have had a strong mother to have gone through this with her husband being missing for years and this rape. What held her together?”


     “We were very close, and we talked all the time about life and love. She also was big into church and was praying about Tom and the baby for much of her day especially while she was too sick to work or get out of the house. Her faith got her through.”


     “What did you talk about as time grew near for Tom to come home?”


     “She told me that she had asked Major Caldwell about whether to tell Tom about the rape and the baby. He gave her permission when Tom was allowed to call her in January. She told me he handled it very well and was supportive of her. She said it didn’t seem to bother him that she was having a rapist’s baby.”


     “Let’s go to the bus station the day you and Marilyn picked Tom up. What was that like?”


     “He looked older and much thinner I guess due to his imprisonment. He gave Mama a hug but pulled back somewhat after touching her stomach with his. I think it sunk in then that she really was pregnant. She said many times that he wouldn’t touch her belly or her in any sexual way. She thought he would come out of it after the baby was born.”


     “We have already heard from the sheriff your statement about the ride home when, after Marilyn told him about Louise and Morgan Turner’s death, he started acting strange.”


     “He had me pull over and he walked close to the woods where he threw up. He screamed and that scared Mama, so I pulled her toward the car and went to try to settle him down.”


     “What did he say?”


     “He was breathing hard, and his face was red. He apologized and said that he had had a flashback. He had some tears in his eyes and the vessels on his forehead and neck stuck out. I think he was in torment.”


     “Were there any other episodes like this up until the murder?”


     ‘That should be murders. I lost a brother too.”


     “I’m sorry. You are correct.”


     “Mama said she would wake up at various times of the night and he would be in the chair staring at her. He couldn’t sleep much or hold her. He was having problems being a husband. The day before the murders, he lost all control.”


     “We have Petey Parker’s testimony. Please give us your version of that day.”


     “Mama and Tom were having breakfast, and Petey and I went behind the barn for some target practice. After a few rounds, Tom hollered for us to drop our weapons. He had a revolver in his hand, so we did as we are told. He started toward us and when Mama saw what was happening, she screamed. He took a shot over her head, and she calmly tried to talk him into dropping his weapon. Finally he must have realized what he had done, because he sank to the ground sobbing and blubbering. He was breathing hard and was red in the face like in the previous episode. I think if Mama had not been there, he might have killed us.”


     “I object your honor!”


     “Strike that last remark.”


     “Leon, what happened after that?”


     “We went into the house and Mama told me that I needed to take Tom fishing to get him out of the house so that she could call Major Caldwell and ask him what to do. Later that afternoon we went fishing and she called him. He told her that he would send some medication as soon as possible. I don’t believe he realized how serious the situation was, or he would have advised us to get Tom some mental health care or for me to get her away while Tom was so dangerous.”


     “What happened while you were fishing?”


     “Tom became very angry when he lost a large bass. He was basically mad for no real reason and his anger over that scared me. I didn’t want to leave him with Mama the next day when she made me go to work, but she said he slept well and she would handle him. It wasn’t long before he came into the diner with Mama’s blood running down his knife, hands, chest, and pajamas. He was babbling about something, but I took off home as fast as I could to see what happened.”


     “I know this is hard, Leon, but I want you to tell everything you remember about when you got home.”


     “I saw bloody footprints coming out of the house and I ran inside. There was more blood coming down the hall from their bedroom. I went into the room and saw my Mama lying there, pale with her eyes open but lifeless. She had her nightgown on, but it pulled up to her chest where there was a large opening with an empty spot where the baby had been. I saw the baby dead thrown against the wall where the blood splattered, and he was just lying there not breathing. I hugged my mother until the sheriff came in and had me to leave.” The tears were streaming down Leon’s face and most of the jury’s. Tom was looking at him sadly, but Leon knew it was another act. Tom would owe Leon his life.


     The reporters were busy writing the words that Leon had spoken. It was an incredibly heart tugging telling of the death of a young man’s mother, who obviously had raised a son who loved his mother more than anything. The judge even had to wipe the tears from his own eyes, which had seen and heard a lifetime of sad horrid tales. This one coming from a heartbroken son was definitely the most gut wrenching sorrowful story he had ever heard.


     “No further questions, Your Honor.”


     “There will be a thirty minute recess before cross examination of this witness.”


     Leon stayed seated while newspaper men and reporters ran out to call their stories in. They had much to tell.


    


    


    


    


    


    


    


    


    


    


    


    

  


  
    


    


    


    Chapter 50


    


     Leon left the witness stand and made his way to the snack bar where he grabbed a candy bar and a Coke. A very attractive thirty-something year old blond dressed in a bright orange dress came up to him as he was paying for his snacks. “Leon, I’m Susanne Raines from the ABC affiliate in New Orleans. I would very much like to interview you after your testimony.”


     Leon looked at her smiling face with her perfect white teeth. She had the look of a television personality, but she wanted an interview which might mess up his plans. He planned to leave the courtroom just after the verdict and if there were reporters looking for his reaction he might be cornered before he got away to his waiting rooftop. He looked at her and thought carefully about how to get rid of her and all the other reporters. “Tell you what. I will meet you after court adjourns today if the trial is not over. If it somehow is over today, give me your business card and I will call you as soon as I can.”


     She fished a card out of her pocket and seemed to be satisfied with his answer. He didn’t want her following him around after the trial so maybe it would be better to get any interviews over with. He had too much at stake for some reporter to mess it up now.


     Leon returned to the courtroom after finishing his snack. People were still milling around, and he stopped to talk to Petey who was there in case he was needed to testify further. He was in full deputy gear and looked sharp with his polished shoes and clean cut hair. He had on a tie and his gun and holster which let everyone know that he was a law officer, someone to count on in times of trouble. “Petey, are you staying until the end of the trial?”


     “Yes, I have my orders to help protect Tom from potential problems and in case I have to testify again. You look right at home on the stand.”


     Leon laughed. “It may look that way, but I’m a case of nerves. I’ll be glad when it is over.”


     “I don’t know. I hear people talking about you being a hero after your testimony about shooting Jackson. They are all wanting a piece of you. Newspapers, magazines, and television all want your story.”


     “This is turning into a circus. I just want to get this over with and try to live a normal life.”


     “Good luck on that. After this is over, you will be a household name.”


     Leon thought how ironic it was that Petey said that. If his plan worked out, he would be a household name.


     The jury entered through the side door, and everyone took their seats. Judge Stone entered, and everyone stood until he sat down. The bailiff called Leon back to the witness chair and told Leon he was still under oath. The judge waited until everyone was settled in and looking at Warren Boswell said, “Your witness.”


     “Your Honor, we have no questions for this witness at this time.” John Felker looked over at his opponent incredulously. He was thinking the D.A. was admitting defeat. He grinned to himself and called his next witness, Janet Martin, the mental health nurse who examined Tom soon after his arrest. Leon stepped down and walked to the back of the courtroom close to Susanne Raines who was watching him with great interest.


     Janet Martin testified as to her opinion that Tom Downey was insane at the time of the murders but had regained most of his faculties after sedatives and counseling. She believed that more studies and tests would be needed to access his mental state after the trial in order to know if he could be a functioning member of society in good standing. She believed that if the Army file was correct there was little doubt Tom would make a full recovery. Questioning from the D.A. revealed that she believed the Army psychiatrist’s opinions were correct, that he suffered post war stress or shell shock which could trigger flashbacks when he experienced certain stimuli such as gunshot or loud noises. She felt that apparently the morning of the murder something caused him to relive an incident when his life was in danger. She couldn’t speculate on what that could have been.


     Leon was growing tired of the so called “experts”, who were making Tom out to be a victim instead of a ruthless killer. How was everyone except Leon so blind to his true nature? He would let everybody know what really happened after Tom was dead. There was no way anyone would believe it now that all the experts diagnosed him as temporarily insane. The jury was convinced, and Leon had been a vital part of persuading them of that. He had done what he had set out to do.


     All the testimony from the experts and the witnesses was over. It was almost four o’clock in the afternoon when Judge Stone wrapped his gavel. “We will start tomorrow at eight a.m. with summations. This court is adjourned.”


     Leon looked over at Susanne Raines who in turn was looking at Leon. He nodded, and they left the courtroom together going outside onto the courthouse lawn. Her cameraman, who had been waiting all afternoon, spotted her and came running to where she and Leon were standing. He quickly set up his equipment while Leon and Susanne were making small talk about the trial.


     “Are you sure about this Leon? This interview will probably be shown nationwide.”


     “I’m sure.”


     The cameraman rolled his hand cueing Susanne to begin her interview. She stuck a large microphone under her chin and started talking. “This is Susanne Raines of WGNO out of New Orleans. Today I am standing outside the courthouse in Homer, Louisiana, with Leon Ledbedder, whose testimony in a murder trial may have set the killer free. Leon’s mother, as many of you who have followed this story know, was brutally killed by her husband, a returning Vietnam prisoner of war. It was Leon who found his mother after Captain Thomas Downey showed up at the diner where Leon was working with a knife and blood all over himself. Leon, first of all I must commend you on your bravery during this time of great personal loss.”


     “I am just doing what anybody else would do in my situation.”


     “Can you tell us why, when you had the chance to have your mother’s killer imprisoned for the rest of his life, you testified that he was insane at the time?


     “I only told the truth the way that I saw it. It is up to the jury to decide whether he is guilty or innocent.”


     “What will be your reaction if Tom Downey is set free?”


     “I will be greatly disappointed if he is not punished for his actions.”


     “You saved your mother’s life after she was violently raped. If she had had an abortion, do you think she would be alive today?”


     “Probably so, but she would have been miserable taking the life of a human being no matter how it was conceived. My mother was a saint, who did her best to raise me without a father, and I miss her terribly. She was a woman of great principles, and I’m sure she would do it the same way if she could do it over again.”


     “What is next for Leon Ledbedder after this trial?”


     “I have a scholarship for college at Louisiana Tech for engineering, and if I can get my life back together again I will prepare for my future by attending school there.”


     “Leon, I just want to say how much I appreciate you for your courage and willingness to do this interview at such a difficult time. I wish you nothing but the best.”


     “Thank you.”


     Susanne put down the microphone and gave Leon a hug. The cameraman shook his hand and wished him luck. There was a crowd of reporters waiting their turn. It would be a long evening for Leon. After they left satisfied with what Leon had given them, he drove to the rear of the building. After making sure the coast was clear Leon took the gun bag with the shells on top of the building. He had wrapped it in plastic in case of rain and left it under some old boards that looked as if they had been there for some time.


     Leon finally got back to the hotel around nine o’clock after eating supper at a drive-in. He was exhausted but at the same time pumped up, because the trial was nearly over. After the summations which shouldn’t take long, the jury would be sequestered and allowed to deliberate. Leon didn’t think that would last long either, so he was preparing himself mentally for everything to possibly be over tomorrow.


     After lying down and not being able to go to sleep, Leon turned on the television where the Shreveport station was showing footage of the Claiborne Parish Courthouse. The anchor was talking about the trial going into deliberations tomorrow. It switched to the interview between Susanne Raines and Leon. He sat there and turned up the volume. They played the whole interview and then commented on the character of the young man whose mother had been brutally killed. The interview was being played on ABC affiliates all across the nation that night.


     Leon laid back down thinking about how they had built him up into some sort of hero. He was going to disappoint them when he shot Tom after the trial. He was beginning to have the first pangs of doubt enter into his thoughts. What would Mama think about him killing Tom? She had loved him so deeply, and Leon knew she would disapprove of Leon’s plan. He started crying, morally torn between right and wrong. He pulled Mama’s lock of hair out of the small box he carried it in. He stroked it, remembering how he cut it off her head when the coroner opened the body-bag revealing his Mama’s face for the last time. He relived finding Mama stretched out on her bed, her precious blood poured out on the bed and floor. He finally passed out and slept, waking up the next morning to the sounds of a car door shutting and an engine starting.


     Looking into the bathroom mirror, Leon saw his red eyes staring back at him. He shaved and showered and got a change of clothes. He put all his baggage into the trunk of Mama’s car and drove downtown where he had breakfast at the same little restaurant as before. More people were staring at him after seeing the news from the day before. Some walked up to him and gave him their best wishes. He wished they would leave him alone, but he knew they were being nice and giving him their support. He finished his breakfast, and walked across the courthouse and was immediately surrounded by more townspeople and reporters offering their encouragement.


    Susanne saw him try to slip in and came over to give him a hug. “Did you see our interview?”


    “Yes, and apparently the whole town did too.”


    She laughed and squeezed his arm. “That was my first nationwide piece, Leon, and I owe it all to you.”


    “Remember me when you hit the bigtime.”


    “You, Leon Ledbedder, I will never forget.” She went back to her seat, and Leon grabbed the end of the back row as the men and women of the jury made their way to the jury box.


     


    


    


    


    


    


    


    


    


    


    

  


  
    


    


    


    Chapter 51


    


     Warren Boswell walked in front of the jury slowly and purposefully. He looked them in their eyes trying to see into their thought processes. How could he turn the tide of the sentiment for a war hero who had spent over three years undergoing torture for his country and then finally coming home only to suffer flashbacks that made him think that his wife was being tortured herself by something inside her abdomen? His job was made harder, because he himself believed that Captain Thomas Downey had been temporarily insane and should be freed after treatment.


     He started in his low steady voice, the one that was like the “voice of God”, deep and reassuring. “Ladies and gentlemen of the jury, yours is a difficult task. I don’t envy you of it. On the one hand, our laws protect the innocent, in this case Marilyn Ledbedder and her unborn son who were so brutally murdered that those who saw her will never get over the shock of what they set their eyes upon. The sheriff and his deputies who testified spoke of her abdomen being cut open and cut open and cut open wider and wider until a hole was large enough for someone to sever the female organs and the unborn child from its natural home. This baby was living; it would be born within a few weeks. He never got to be held by his mother. He never nursed from her breasts. He never felt the love that all newborns feel. The only few seconds that he was alive outside the womb were probably ended when he was thrown across the room and hit the wall with great force.


     “Leon Ledbedder testified that Captain Downey indeed showed some signs of being “crazy”. He told you that Tom was showing anger the morning before by shooting over Marilyn’s head and by showing a terrible temper while fishing. However, the Army psychiatrists after months of testing declared him stable enough to be released. He had gotten over his “post war syndrome”. Why would he kill his wife if he was not insane? I don’t know, except that he might have been jealous because the baby wasn’t his. This woman who lost her life had been violently raped just months before. Her soul is crying out for justice, and how much more agony must her son go through? A verdict of innocent will free the killer of Leon Ledbedder’s mother and brother. I implore you to take the time and consider what this young man has lived through the last few years. This crime deserves a punishment. Marilyn Ledbedder’s life was worth more than a slap on the wrist. See the crime as it was, brutal and wicked, and punish Tom Downey accordingly.”


     The D.A. walked slowly over to his seat, sat down, and dabbed his large face and eyes with his handkerchief. His efforts stung the hearts of the jurors and everyone else in the room, but would it be enough?


     John Felker, stood up and buttoned the tailor made suit coat that fit his muscular frame perfectly. Every hair was in place as he smiled at his adversary. “Ladies and gentlemen of the jury, D.A. Boswell has just given you his reasons for laying the guilty verdict upon my client. He told you that Captain Thomas Downey killed his wife and unborn son and he did. We admit that and wish that we could go back and change things. He told you the viciousness in which they were killed, and it was a horrible, brutal crime. He told you that the Army doctors had released him from their care, and he was right. In their opinion, he was mentally stable enough to face the world.”


     “The D.A. failed to mention that this man, who has been serving his country admirably and courageously, was tortured constantly day after day for over three years. He had been beaten and starved and placed in a pit in the ground like an animal. This man, who has the Purple Heart and more medals than you or I can count, had witnessed his fellow soldiers tortured or shot for not cooperating with the enemy. This man has saved many lives on the battlefields and in the jungle of the most vicious enemy we have ever faced. He had led his unit to find our missing soldiers to bring them home to safety. This man, who placed his life in constant danger, now finds his life in more danger here in his home state than he ever had overseas.”


     “The D.A. failed to mention that maybe it was the Army doctors who were in the wrong. Something snapped within Tom Downey’s heart and soul when he heard the news about Morgan and Louise Turner’s deaths. Something snapped in his heart and soul when he heard the gunfire the morning before the tragic killings. And something snapped once again when he ran into the diner covered in blood and holding a knife in his hand. This man was not in his right mind at the times of these incidences. This man had demons within him that took him out of his normal behavior and caused him to kill his wife whom he loved. He loved her so much that his fellow prisoners talked about him admitting the only way he was still alive was to get home to her. The Army doctors also said he told them he was alive due to his love of Marilyn Ledbedder. Why would he go home and purposefully kill her?”


      “Thomas Downey was a lifelong Army man. He joined the service out of high school and worked his way steadily up the ladder until he reached the class of Captain. This man was a service man through and through. Yet he gave it up, not because he was too old. Not because he wanted to. No, this man gave up his life’s calling because he fell in love totally and completely with Marilyn Ledbedder. A man who does all that does not kill his wife if he is sane. Our explanation to you is that Tom Downey was a sick man. The doctors and even Leon Ledbedder testified that Tom Downey was crazy or mentally insane at the time of the deaths of Marilyn Downey, his wife, and his unborn son.”


     “A verdict of guilty will not bring back those who are missing. A verdict of innocent will give this man, who has given himself time and time again for you and me, a chance to get well and live a productive life. Don’t put this man back in prison. He has served enough time in a place far worse.”


     John Felker sat down and patted his client on the back. Tom had managed a few tears during this well thought through speech, which the jury would surely take as sorrow for his actions and all that he had gone through. The judge gave his orders to the jury and told them to take their time and review all the evidence presented by both sides. They filed out, and the waiting began.


     Leon went outside to walk around. He was followed by three reporters asking him his opinion of the verdict. He told them that he expected Tom to get off on the insanity plea. He also told them that he wasn’t happy about it, but that was for the jury to decide and not him. Leon went into the restaurant and ordered a hamburger and fries. Susanne Raines followed him in and asked if she could join him.


     “Help yourself.”


     “Leon, it doesn’t look good for you. If I’m on the jury, I think that Tom gets off.”


     “I think so too, but I guess stranger things have happened.”


     “I am supposed to interview Tom Downey after the verdict. I hope you don’t hold that against me.”


     “You are only doing your job.”


     “Yes, sometimes you do things you don’t want to do but have to in order to work your way up the ladder.”


     “I can see you on one of the networks working a better job.”


     “I truly hope so Leon. I don’t want to stay in New Orleans forever.”


     Leon’s plate came, and Susanne stood up to leave. “Promise me you will keep in touch, Leon. I want very much to know what happens in your life after this. I do wish you the best.”


     “Thank you I promise. I have your card. As soon as I get settled, I’ll give you a call.”


     She smiled and left Leon with his food. He ate a few bites and discsovered that he wasn’t hungry. He paid the bill and went for a walk around the square. Every parking space was full for the end of the trial. There were television vans from New Orleans, Shreveport, and Baton Rouge as well as Dallas and Houston, Texas. Little Homer, Louisiana, had hit the big time.


     It only took two hours before the jury had made up its mind. People were scurrying into the courthouse to get their seat, and Leon squeezed into his backrow seat. The media people were lining the walls, and cameras were everywhere. This was indeed national news. The jury filed in looking down and trying not to catch the eye of the defendant’s party or the D.A. and his assistants. It was hard to tell from their demeanor which way they had decided.


     Judge Stone looked toward the jury box and asked, “Has the jury come up with a decision?”


     James Lassiter, a thin bookish type man with glasses stood up and replied, “We have, your Honor.” He gave the decision to the bailiff who handed it over to the judge. The judge put on his reading glasses and studied it for a few minutes. He nodded his agreement and handed the paper back to the bailiff who returned it to the jury foreman.


     Lassiter opened the paper and started reading. “In the matter of the death of Marilyn Ledbedder Downey, we find the defendant not guilty of murder by reason of insanity.” A gasp went over the courthouse as flashbulbs went off all over showing the congratulations being shared between Tom and his lawyers. “In the matter of the death of the unborn child, we find the defendant not guilty.” A round of applause went up around the courtroom. The judge banged his gavel several times for the noise to quiet down. “Continue.”


     Lassiter began again. “We find the defendant guilty of two counts of involuntary manslaughter punishable for six months up to two years of psychoanalysis by a third party group not Army related.”


     John Felker looked stunned. He knew any appeal would take months to occur, so he more or less had to settle for the judgment of the jury. Leon snuck out of the courthouse while the rush of reporters headed for the D.A. and the defendant’s table. The jury was ushered out the back, and the judge stopped by commending them on their decision. This crime needed a punishment, but both sides won something. The D.A. didn’t want the defendant to go unpunished and Tom’s name was cleared of both murder charges.


     Leon was able to get around the building where he had hidden his sniper rifle. While looking around carefully, he climbed the stairs and retrieved his rifle bag. He had the rifle put together and loaded, and he took some time aiming through the scope at different people as they exited the door that Tom and his lawyers would use. He could see reporters starting out. He saw Susanne and her cameraman waiting at the bottom of the steps along with other news agencies. Tom’s assistant lawyers were exiting as Leon got in position for surely Tom and John Felker would be next.


     Leon heard a click and felt the end of a gun placed on the back of his skull.


     “Drop it, Leon.” Leon placed the weapon down and turned around.


     “Damn it, Petey. Not now. Let me finish this, and then you can arrest me.”


     “No, Leon. You can’t shoot him. I won’t allow it. Even though that bastard should die, I’m not going to lose you too. Not today.”


     Leon dropped the weapon and started crying. Petey sat down next to him and placed his arm around his trembling shoulder. They watched as the interviews were starting. Leon missed his chance. They stayed there until the media circus event was over. Petey helped Leon pack up the bag and climb down the stairs.


     “How did you know what I was doing, Petey?’


      “I saw you leave right after the verdict, and I followed you. You had a good plan, Leon, but I knew you had something planned. I just didn’t know exactly what it was.”


     They hugged as Leon loaded his car and headed out of Homer. Now what? And where? Leon headed west for Texas. Why? He couldn’t go back home. There wasn’t a home to go back to. He cried until he reached the Louisiana-Texas border.


    


    


    


    


    


    


    


    


    


    


    


    


    


    


    


    


    


    


    


    Chapter 52


    


     Leon stopped for the night in Longview at a small motel close to downtown. He wanted to take out some money from the bank where he made his large account and hole up somewhere to think about his next move. He had plenty of money to hold himself over for at least five or more years if he used it wisely. He thought about college, but it would be pointless as he had only one goal in life and that was to finish putting a bullet into Tom’s head. He needed something to do until the time was right. The job should have already been done, but Petey showed up exactly at the wrong time. Leon couldn’t blame Petey though because he was only doing what good friends should do. It just prolonged the inevitable. 


     Leon awoke and grabbed some breakfast at the Pancake House next to the motel. Passing by a newspaper stand he saw on the front page of the Dallas paper a photo of Tom coming out of the courthouse. It was taken at precisely the time Leon should have fired the rifle. It would have been Leon’s picture on many papers across the nation if he had killed Tom. Not that he wanted the publicity, he just wanted justice.


     Leon rented the room for a week. Every morning he took time to walk around town and think about his situation. Tom could be released in as little as six months or as long as two years. Leon could wait it out. The end of the week came, and he hadn’t made any decisions. He went back to the room and pulled out his wallet. Finding the card he was looking for he dialed the number.


     “Hello?”


     “Susanne?”


     “Yes. Is that you, Leon?”


     “Yes it is. I am checking in like I promised you.”


     “I’m so glad you did. Did you see my piece with Tom?”


     “No, I’m afraid I didn’t. I was a little upset after the trial was over, so I left town and haven’t watched television since. How did it go?”


     “It went well. He didn’t seem like a man who was crazy just a few weeks ago. Something isn’t right.”


     “Can I trust you?”


     “What do you mean, Leon?”


     “I need to talk to someone, and I have no one else to confide in.”


     “Sure Leon. I will be happy to. By the way, I got a big promotion since the trial. I am now an anchor for my station in New Orleans.”


     “That’s great. I may come down there to see you.”


     “You are welcome anytime, Leon.”


     “Thanks. I’ll call you back soon. Oh, by the way, do you happen to know where they sent Tom for his treatment?


     “Yes. He was sent to the Peterson Center in Houston, Texas.”


     “Is he allowed visitors?”


     “I don’t think so, Leon. They are keeping him away from everyone but the doctors for the first six months, and then he will be evaluated to determine when he gets released.”


     “Okay. Thanks, Susanne. I may see you soon.”


     Leon hung up the phone. His plans changed to travel to Houston in order to check out the Peterson Center. He had no plan as to how to get to Tom while he was imprisoned within the confines of the facility getting treatment, but he would scope it out hoping to find a way in. Either that or he would have to wait until Tom was released.


     Leon packed his bags and went to the bank to withdraw ten thousand more dollars. That should hold him for quite a while. He might even find a part-time job somewhere around the Peterson Center to pass the time. He couldn’t just wait because the inactivity would drive him crazier. Leon would just have to be patient. He hit the road traveling from Longview to Houston taking his time looking at the scenery. It looked a lot like northern Louisiana, the same trees and ponds, cattle and farms. He arrived late that night and after buying a city map, he found a motel on the outskirts of town. Leon slept well that night; he was mentally and physically exhausted.


     The next day was spent looking over Houston. It was miserably hot and humid and Leon ran the air conditioner in the vehicle. He found the Astrodome and thought it would be nice to see a baseball game while he was in town. He marveled at the size of Houston and the number of vehicles, having never seen a city that large. He couldn’t understand why anyone would want to live in a place where the traffic was so thick and everyone in such a hurry. He was starting to get homesick. Maybe he would go back to Louisiana and work at the diner until Tom was released. He would try it a week first.


     The days were boring and the nights long. He was soon finding himself hating television and after seeing the Astros play three times the thrill was gone. He called Petey at the sheriff’s department after the second week. Petey was happy to hear Leon’s voice, and everyone was asking about him especially Frank and Julia. They were keeping the diner running, and they were worried about him. Leon decided to go home and come back after five months. He didn’t know how he would find out if and when Tom was released, so he thought he might pay a visit to Homer first.


     Warren Boswell was going through the file of a rapist when Leon knocked on his door. He recognized Leon immediately and had him sit down. Boswell had done well for himself given the support for the war hero that Tom was. Now his name was known all over Louisiana and was duly respected.


     “Leon, what brings you back to Homer?”


     “Not much, Mr. Boswell. I’m just on my way back home from Texas and thought I might look you up.”


     Boswell grunted and laughed. “Leon, I know better than that. Something must be on your mind. This isn’t a social call.”


     “I guess you are right. I was wondering about Tom’s release. Do they contact you when he is declared sane enough to let him go?”


     “I’m afraid that after the requirements of the verdict are fulfilled, we won’t be notified until he has already been released.”


     “Then how will we know? I’m scared he might come after me,” Leon lied. “I think he is angry with me about my testimony.”


     “Leon, I will talk to the judge and see if we can be notified when Tom is going to be released. Do you have a number?”


     “Just the number at the diner.”


     “I have that in my files. I’ll be sure to let you know what I learn. You just get on with your life, young man.”


     “I’m trying, but it is very hard after what happened to Mama.”


     “I can say I understand, but I guess nobody knows until they live it.”


     “Probably not.” Leon stood up and offered the D.A. his hand. “Thank you for your help.”


     “You’re welcome Leon. I’m expecting to hear big things out of you.”


     Leon thought if he had his way, the whole world would hear big things out of him.


    


     * * * * * * 


    


     Crazy Leon was getting tired of his monologue to Dr. Methvin who kept his scribbling going throughout the entire discourse of the trial and about Petey stopping him.


     “How did you feel about Petey intervening and messing up your plan, Leon?”


     “I was upset because it would have ended that day, but he thought he was keeping me out of trouble by protecting me. Also, he was just doing his job which he took very seriously.”


     “Have you talked to him over the years?”


     “Oh yes, he came to the prison at least once a year and has visited me four times since I have been here.


     Dr. Methvin wrote a note to contact Petey Parker. He needed confirmation on what Leon was telling him. “So what happened next, Leon?”


     “Nothing. I went back to Frank and Julia’s and the diner. I worked and finished the paperwork on them getting the cottage. They were grateful of course but worried about me because I didn’t have a place to live. I told them I would probably start college after the New Year and wouldn’t need a place to stay then. I still had my college fund and Morgan’s stocks. I explained all that to them so they wouldn’t worry.”


     “So you lived with them until after Christmas?”


     “No, I lived with them until I got a phone call from Susanne Raines.”


    


     * * * * * *


     The phone rang at the diner just after Leon got there early one cold December morning. Frank answered and pointed it toward Leon. “It’s for you.”


     Leon took the phone from Frank’s hand. “Hello?”


     “Leon?”


     The female voice on the other line was familiar. “Yes.”


     “This is Susanne Raines.”


     “Hi, Susanne. I’m sorry I didn’t make it down to New Orleans to visit.”


     “That’s okay, Leon. I’ve been very busy with my job. In fact I was on the French Quarter doing a piece on homeless people last night when I saw Tom Downey coming out of a bar.”


     Leon’s heart almost stopped. “Are you sure it was Tom?”


     “Positive. He was with a tall Latin or Spanish lady, and they were walking down
Toulouse Street toward Jackson Square.”

     “What bar was he in?”


     “Some place called LeBeau’s. It’s a strip club that has mafia ties. It is a place for the criminal element. It is rumored that they run drugs also.”


     “I was supposed to be contacted when Tom was released. I wonder why they didn’t tell me. D.A. Boswell was going to contact me as soon as he found out.”


     “Let me make some calls, Leon. I’ll see what I can find out.”


     “Thanks, Susanne. I’m coming to New Orleans.”


     “Give me a call when you get here, Leon.”


     “I will. Thanks for the call.” Leon hung up. He shook Frank’s hand and gave Julia and Elizabeth a kiss. “I won’t be back for awhile. Ya’ll keep Frank straight.” With that he rushed out of the diner.


    


    


    


    


    


    


    


    


    


    


    


    


    


    Chapter 53


    


     New Orleans, especially the French Quarter, was no place for a teenager by himself. Sure the food and music were great, but the skin and sin were all around. Leon saw more in one hour on
Bourbon Street than he had ever heard about. Ladies scantily clad were waving for him to enter their establishment. He was glad Mama decided to raise him in northern Louisiana instead of here. But on the other hand, she might not be dead if they hadn’t met the Turners. God knows what would have happened to them had fate not intervened.

     Leon found LeBeau’s. It was a dive near the intersection of Toulouse and Royal Streets where the seediest of people went to get drunk and watch strippers. Leon watched as several went in and out and was trying to figure out if he should enter. The problem with that was that Tom might see him first and know that Leon was there. He wanted to be discrete. He watched the front door of LeBeau’s from down the street with a large hat covering his blond hair and much of his face. Tom never entered or exited the building that night. He decided that he would call Susanne tomorrow morning. He went back to his hotel at one a.m. and went to sleep. He could hear some noise from drunken revelers, but finally the town slept. He woke up about noon.


     Susanne was finishing lunch when she got Leon’s call. She could meet him at Andrew Jackson’s statue in
Jackson Square at two o’clock. He was glad for the opportunity to shower and eat before meeting her because it might be another long night for him scouting the door of LeBeau’s. Leon got to Jackson Square about fifteen minutes early with his hat and sunglasses. He would wait for her on the bench where he could watch for her and Tom while pretending to read a newspaper.

     Susanne was right on time. She strolled up next to the statue and was turning her head in all directions searching for Leon. He got off the bench and walked up to where she was standing. “You looking for me?”


     She took off his glasses to make sure of his identity and then gave him a motherly hug and kiss. “Leon Ledbedder, I’ve missed you young man.”


     Leon grabbed her hand, and they sat on his bench where no one was sitting or listening. “Susanne, I really need your help.”


     “What do you need, Leon?” she asked with concern in her eyes. Her blond hair was blowing in the breeze, and Leon saw his mother in the way she looked at him.


     “I need to know where Tom is staying.”


     “Why?”


     “I want to talk to him, but I don’t want him to know that I am here looking for him.”


     “Leon, you need to stay away from him. He could be dangerous.”


     Leon looked down at his feet. “He is dangerous. He fooled the sheriff and all the psychiatrists.”


     Susanne looked at Leon with her mouth hung open wide. “What are you saying Leon?”


      “Part of my conditions to a deposition before the trial was that I got to talk to Tom alone when he was in the parish jail. He told me he killed Mama and made it look like he was crazy. He didn’t want to raise a bastard child, and he knew Mama and I had inherited a lot of money from the Turners when they both died. He thought he would get all of Mama’s share if she was dead.”


     “You mean he faked all those episodes.”


     “Yes.”


     She had a look like she didn’t believe what Leon was telling her. “So why did you not tell the sheriff or testify about that in court.”


     “They wouldn’t have believed me. Like you don’t now.”


     “I believe you, Leon. I just don’t understand why you waited so long to tell someone this. Why me?”


     “I need your help, and I think you have a right to know.”


     “To know what?”


     “I’m going to kill him before he hurts anyone else.”


     She looked at Leon incredulously. “Are you serious, Leon? You just can’t go around killing people even though he is a murderer and a snake in the grass. First of all it’s wrong. Secondly, you will be in prison for the rest of your life if they don’t give you the death penalty.”


    “He took my life away from me when he murdered my mother. He is the reason I can’t sleep or won’t rest until he is dead.”


     “Leon, I can’t let you kill someone. Even if he did murder your mother, you will go to prison. Do you understand? I can’t have that on my conscious because I care about you too much.”


     “This is something I have to do, either with your help or not. I would have killed him the day the trial ended, but Petey stopped me.” He told her about the incident on the rooftop.


     “You mean you almost shot him as he was coming down the steps of the courthouse?”


     “Yes. I would have. Then I was going to give myself up. You would have had a great story for your station.”


     “Leon, my career isn’t that important. I appreciate the fact that your interview helped me get a better job, but this is life we are talking about. How can I help you if you are willing to spend the rest of your life in prison or on death row? Prison is a horrible place, Leon, and I won’t stand by to see you wind up there.”


     “Then I will have to do it myself.”


     He stood up and started walking toward the crowded streets. She called after him but was unable to stop him from getting lost in the crowd. Now she was unsure what to do. Should she call the police and have him arrested? Should she allow him to hunt down his mother’s killer who, if Leon was telling the truth about their conversation in the jail cell, was indeed guilty of murder and would get away with killing two people without being punished? She knew about double jeopardy, Tom couldn’t be tried again for the same crime. She knew it had to be tortuous for Leon that Tom was a free man while his mother and brother were lying in a box beneath six feet of northern Louisiana dirt. Now she was blaming herself for telling Leon that Tom was indeed here. She had to warn Tom, and the only way to do that was to find him before Leon did. The only thing going for her was she had contacts in the city that Leon didn’t.


     Leon stood behind the columns of the souvenir store watching Susanna as she sat on the bench. She was literally talking to herself. He knew she couldn’t help him find Tom. She would be an accessory to murder. He just hoped that she would try to warn Tom while he tailed her throughout the town. He followed her to her car. He would be waiting until she returned.


     Leon waited until about five thirty before he went into a restaurant across the street from LeBeau’s. His plan was to eat and watch Susanne do her newscast and afterwards watch the door of LeBeau’s. He would follow Susanne instead of looking for Tom. Hopefully, she would lead him to Tom. Leon was hoping that Susanne cared enough about him to keep him from murdering Tom. Although he hated to use her in that manner, he was underage and couldn’t get into the drinking establishments of the French Quarter.


     Leon was eating crawfish and rice when Susanne came on the air. She looked beautiful and still reminded him of his mother with certain mannerisms and the way she phrased things, the way she held herself. He wished she was fifteen years younger, but he didn’t have time for a girlfriend now as he was on a mission. The newscast ended and Leon paid his bill and took up residence on a bench by the restaurant. He had bought new clothing and a wig that would make him unrecognizable to both Susanne and Tom. He waited.


     Suzanne was carrying a large envelope when he saw her enter LeBeau’s. She stayed there for over a half hour, and Leon was getting worried that he had sent her into a snake’s den. She finally exited, and Leon kept watching the door. A tall dark lady exited LeBeau’s, crossed the street, and started walking toward Leon. He could tell she was Latin and she wore an overcoat which covered her entire frame for except her three-inch, red heels. Her outfit, perfume, and makeup revealed that she was a stripper at the club, and her walking so fast meant she was in a hurry. She was carrying a photo in her hand, and she wore a frightened look on her face. Leon let her pass, and he followed behind her as carefully as he could. She entered a courtyard and started up the steps of an old Victorian home. Leon saw many mailboxes on it so it must an apartment building. He watched as she knocked and entered a room.


     Leon snuck up the stairs and walked to the door. It was
apartment 14, and he put his ear to the door. There was a conversation going on inside, and it started getting loud. He could hear the lady talking as she would speak English and then have a tirade in Spanish. He heard a man yelling at her to quit her Spanish. It wasn’t Tom but another man. Leon slowly turned the knob and opened the door a few inches.

     “She wants to meet with Tom. Something about an interview about six months ago.”


     “So what?”


     “He doesn’t want anyone to know he is in New Orleans.”


     “That’s his damn problem. You call him and give him the number. We don’t need a reporter coming in and out of the club.”


     Leon heard a phone being dialed. “He’s not there. He needs to know that the lady is coming back at eleven o’clock.”


     “He will be there before then. You can tell him to get lost if he wants too.”


     “I am going back to work. You try his number again.”


     Leon scampered down the stairs. He grabbed the mail out of the mailbox with 14 written on it and walked down to the exit of the alley. The lady came through oblivious to his presence. He followed her back to LeBeau’s where the music was getting loud. Leon went to the door and peered in when it opened. The Latin woman was dancing on a stage. She was almost totally nude and was slowly dragging a bright red fuzzy boa across her body. She was very beautiful, and Leon didn’t have to wonder why Tom was attracted to her. He watched until the doorman pushed him away.


     Leon crossed the street and waited. He pulled the woman’s mail out of his pocket-Salva Hernandez. The mail was from Columbia. He put the mail back into his pocket and waited. The streets were wild with drunks and whores. Leon tuned them out and sat there with his eyes on LeBeau’s. It was a long evening. He didn’t see Tom go in and was wondering if there was a back door.


     Susanne was back as promised at eleven o’clock. This time she was in the building for about ten minutes. She looked Leon’s way as she was scanning to see if she could see him spying on her. He was partially hidden in the dark and was lying down on the bench acting as if he were passed out. She appeared satisfied and hurried along to her car. Leon thought about following her but felt like he needed to keep his eye on the door. He would call her later if need be.


     Three a.m. arrived and still no sign of Tom. Leon saw the lights going out in different French Quarter businesses as the streets were emptying of tourists. The drunks were lying all over, but they had long since passed out. Leon saw the door open and Salva started walking toward him again. When she got to him he spoke to her.


     “Pardon me, Salva.”


     She looked at him startled that he knew her name. Her instinct was to run, but Leon took off his hat and invited her to sit down. There was something about him that made her trust him so she sat down.


     “I need to talk to you.”


     “Why me?”


     “There was a blond haired reporter that came in there twice tonight. What did she want?”


     “Oh that. She was looking for someone.”


     “I need to know what she was wanting.”


     “It’s none of your business, and how do you know my name anyway?”


     Leon took out a wallet and handed her over a hundred dollars. She took the money, folded it, and opening her coat stuffed in into her bosom. “She wants to meet this man because she had interviewed him before, and she wants another interview. Supposedly he was some kind of war hero.”


     “Did she talk to him?”


     “No, he didn’t show up tonight.”


     “So did she leave a message?”


     “Yes.”


     “Can you tell me what it was, Salva?”


     She stared at him. He opened his wallet and gave her two more hundred dollar bills. “She wants to meet him tomorrow at three o’clock at the Andrew Jackson statue.”


     “Are you going to make sure he gets the message?”


     “I’m not sure.”


     Leon took out two more hundreds and gave it to her. “Make sure he gets the message and make sure neither of them knows about our conversation. If I am satisfied that you did what I asked you to and he shows up there, I will get you another five hundred.”


     “Why do you want to see him so badly?”


     “He is my stepfather. I just want to see him for a few seconds. Make sure he doesn’t know I am coming.”


     She nodded and started walking off. He followed her with his gaze and took off toward his motel room. He needed some rest before the afternoon.


    


    


    


    


    


    


    


    


    


    


    


    


    


    


    Chapter 54


    


     Leon slept until noon. He unpacked his sniper gun and loaded it with bullets. He returned it into the bag and placed it under his long trench coat before heading out the door. There was no turning back. He was more than ready to get this over with. Leon walked to
Jackson Square. The statue was readily visible readily by two buildings, the St. Louis Cathedral and the Presbytere next to it. The St. Louis Cathedral had the best view of the statue but less flat places to lie down. But there was a flat roof high up on the building just below the steeple. He chose it. His next problem was getting up to the roof unnoticed. Leon walked into the cathedral and hung at the back of a tour group which was viewing the amazing sanctuary. The guide was describing the architecture dating back to the 1700’s, the murals on the ceilings, and its many stained glass windows. It was a very awe inspiring site, but Leon didn’t have the time or patience to experience its beauty. Leon slipped further back and waited until the group disappeared behind the massive pulpit with its superb statues. He found a doorway leading up some stairs that displayed a “Authorized Personnel Only” sign. Leon climbed over the rope and headed up.

     The stairs led to another floor and then another. Leon finally found himself on the rooftop. He closed the door and lay down looking at
Jackson Square which was laid out in front of him. Leon had an hour to get set up and used to the height. He wished he could have target practice, but he would have to make do. He unzipped the gun cover and brought it out. Looking through the scope he could see the fine detail on Jackson’s statue. He aimed at a man standing close to it. From this height he would have no trouble picking out Tom’s head even if someone was standing next to him. He was ready.

     Time seemed to stand still. Susanne showed up first and sat at the bench where she and Leon had met the day before. She was looking around nervously and kept turning in different directions searching for Tom. Peering through his scope, Leon saw the worried look on her face. He hoped that she could one day forgive him for what he was about to do. Finally a tall man showed up and started talking to her. Leon looked through the scope and could see his face. Leon smiled. It was indeed Tom Downey. Tom and Susanne began having an animated discussion when Tom suddenly crouched behind her and starting looking around. He pulled out a knife and pressed it against her throat. People started running away from them after seeing Tom’s wild behavior and hearing his screaming at Susanne. Leon smiled at the fact that Tom knew that he was looking at him and was at that very instant about to blow his head off.


     Leon waited until he turned sideways. There was no room for error. He breathed the way Tom showed him and slowly pulled the trigger. Tom’s blood splattered all over the bench and Susanne’s back. She started screaming and trying to wipe the blood and brains off her shoulders. The knife had fallen harmlessly by her side. She bent over Tom’s lifeless body and screamed some more. Leon took the gun apart and packed it into the bag. He climbed down the stairs and walked out of the church. Leon walked over to Susanne and gave her a hug. “I’m sorry I used you like that.” He then went to the policeman who was examining Tom’s body. “I’m the shooter.” He gave the officer his gun and was immediately handcuffed. He was booked for murder at the New Orleans Police Department.


     After Leon was stripped searched and fingerprinted, he was taken to a room where the interrogations began. The chief investigator was a Cajon named Thibedoux. He was small and wiry and talked with a thick accent that Leon had trouble deciphering. Leon wouldn’t answer any of his questions without a lawyer present. He asked for his mandatory phone call. Inspector Thibedoux nodded to Leon and brought him a phone.


     “There is a card in my wallet with a phone number. Can I have it please?”


     The inspector told an assistant to go get Leon’s wallet. He returned and Leon picked out the card for D.A. Boswell in Homer. He dialed the number.


     “D.A.’s office, may I help you.”


     “This is Leon Ledbedder, and it’s an emergency.”


     “He’s in a meeting right now. Can I take a message?”


     “No ma’am, but he will be really angry with you if you don’t call him to the phone.”


     “Hold on Sir.”


     Leon heard footsteps as the secretary walked down the hall. He heard her footsteps returning.


     Warren Boswell’s booming voice came on the line. “Leon, what’s the emergency?”


     “I’ve killed Tom Downey.”


     There was a momentary silence on the other line. “Leon, where are you?”


     “I’m in the New Orleans jail and I need you to recommend a good lawyer to defend me.”


     “I’m a prosecutor, Leon, not a defense lawyer.”


     “I know that Mr. Boswell, but you know defense lawyers from all across the state. I know that you will recommend the best one you know. There are things I need to tell you that I didn’t tell before the trial. Can you come and help me?”


     “Leon, who is investigating the shooting?”


     “An Inspector Thibedoux.”


     “Is he there with you, Leon?”


     “Yes, Sir.”


     “Hand him the phone.” Leon gave the receiver to Thibedoux who after saying hello, listened intently. After a few moments he said, “I understand” and hung up the phone.


     “Leon, you are a lucky man. The D.A. from Claiborne Parish is on his way and he wants to make sure that we treat you well until his arrival tomorrow morning. You will be held in a cell by yourself due to your youthful age and will be allowed a visitor if you want.”


     Leon thanked him for his kindness.


     “You are instructed by your lawyer not to talk about what happened with anybody until he arrives and begins a search for some proper council. There are media all over the outside of the station wanting to talk to us, but due to your age we are required not to release your name.”


     “I do want to talk to one of them if I may.”


     “Why would you do that, Leon?”


     “I owe her. She is a friend, and I used her. If Susanne Raines comes in asking to see me, let her please.”


     “Miss Raines is currently being interviewed herself by another investigator. I will pass along the message.”


     “Thank you.”


     Leon was led down a hall, and the jailor opened the jail door. He led Leon past those who whistled at Leon as he was being taken to his cell. Leon did his best to ignore the whistles and cat-calls, but it was getting to him. He wound up in a cell at the end of the hall all alone. The jailor locked his cell door and walked back down the hall. Leon was all alone.


    


    


    


    


    


    


    


    


    


    


    


    Chapter 55


     

     It was difficult sleeping his first night in jail with the noise from the drunks and fights in different cells. Leon could hear the whimpering of one fellow as he was being assaulted by a group of belligerent cellmates. He apparently had used the “n” word in conversation and was being punished for it. The man was barely breathing when they took him to the hospital early the next morning. Leon was grateful that Warren Boswell had pulled the strings to get him a private cell.


     Boswell arrived just after lunch, if you could call it lunch. Leon was fed some unknown meat with bread and hard lumpy mashed potatoes, but his hunger overcame the repugnant look and smell of the food. He ate it and it seemed to settle his nervous stomach. He heard the jailor open the door and walk all the way back to his cell. “Your lawyer is here, boy”, he said as he opened Leon’s cage. Leon got out of bed and endured more catcalls and whistles as he walked past the other prisoners. He knew he had to stay away from the others. Many were sexual deviants.


     Warren Boswell was sitting with another man in the room where Leon was led. Boswell stood up and gave Leon a quick hug before he started bellowing at him. “What in hell are you doing shooting Tom Downey, Leon? You need horsewhipped.”


     Leon looked at him sheepishly. “Thanks for coming so quickly, Mr. Boswell. Thanks for getting me a private cell. Those other prisoners are animals. I heard them beating one poor guy. I think they came and took him away.”


     “Leon, this is Gerald King. He is the best defense lawyer in New Orleans and a great friend of mine. He has agreed to question you to see if he can help. If not, he will recommend another lawyer.”


     “Thank you for coming, Mr. King.”


     “You are welcome, Leon.” Mr. King was the total opposite of Warren Boswell. He was smallish with thick salt and pepper hair and eyebrows that almost met in the center of his forehead. He was a quiet man who didn’t use more words than were necessary when talking to anyone about anything. He was all business.


     Boswell started. “Okay, Leon. First thing first. You said over the phone you had something to tell me about the trial.”


     Leon had a guilty look about him. “Do you remember I requested talking to Tom alone in his cell?”


     “Yes. I thought that was a bad idea then and I still do, but we needed to have your help before the trial.”


     “Tom admitted to me that he was faking being crazy so he would get away with killing Mama. He knew we had inherited money from Morgan Turner, and he wanted it. He also said that he didn’t want to raise a bastard child.”


     Both lawyers looked incredulously at Leon. “Why didn’t you tell me that before the trial, Leon? We might have won that case.”


     “I didn’t think anyone would believe me. Everybody thought Tom was crazy, but something wasn’t right. I could feel it. That’s why I wanted to talk to him. He admitted it. He also said that nobody would believe me if I told them.”


     “We should have bugged you.”


     “I also wanted him set free so I could kill him myself.”


     Gerald King looked at Boswell. “How am I going to defend him against this?”


     “Maybe you can go the insanity route?”


     “No, this was pre-meditated. You said Tom Downey was in the Peterson Center for six months. Leon had time to think and plan. It looks like he has done a masterful job of killing a battle tested captain in the U.S. Army.”


     “Leon, I want you to tell Mr. King the entire story from the day your mother and Tom met until now.”


     It took Leon over ninety minutes to recount the last few years of his life. He told about them meeting, Jackson Parker’s assault on Mama, his capture, the Turners’ death. Leon told about Parker’s release and rape of his mother the same day the Army called saying Tom had been found. Leon described how he shot Jackson Parker through the head and how Mama didn’t want an abortion. He finished with Tom’s return home, his flashbacks, about him killing Mama and the baby, the trial and finished by telling how he had Susanne Raines lead Tom to
Jackson Square. By the end of his tale Mr. King and Warren Boswell were amazed at the story. Mr. King had quit writing halfway through the story, and he was glad that he was taping it to replay later.

     “Leon, I am going to take your case. I have never heard anything like what you have been through. I don’t think we can win, but I’m hoping we can get you a reduced sentence. The boys here will go for the death penalty, but you are so young and without any prior problems with the law that they will never get that. All that you have been through will be necessary to tell about your frame of mind this last year. I think we might be able to get you out in twenty-five years or less. It depends on the jury and what the judge allows.”


    Leon calculated. In twenty-five years he would be forty-three years old. Not too old to have a good life. Just eight years older than Mama when she died. He just hoped it wouldn’t be as horrible as it was in that jail cell last night.


     “Can you arrange where I can stay away from the creeps in the other cells?”


     “It is normal Leon for there to be a hearing that determines your bail. You will probably be looking at one hundred thousand dollars. That will keep you out of jail until after the trial. However, you can’t leave the city.”


     “There is more than that in the bank at Longview. Also the diner is still making money, and I have my college fund and Morgan’s stocks.”


     “Well, I guess you have a lawyer, Leon.” They shook hands. “You must not talk to anyone about the case. We will start with an insanity plea and see what happens.”


     “I need to talk to Susanne Raines to apologize for using her. Also, I promised Salva Hernandez five hundred dollars for getting Tom the message to meet Susanne.”


     “You would make one hell of a lawyer, son. How did you know Susanne would lead you to Tom?”


     “I knew she didn’t want me to go to prison for murder. She is a friend, and friends don’t let friends get in trouble. She had to do something to keep me from getting to Tom and that was the only way she could do it.”


     Both men shook their heads marveling at Leon’s reasoning. “You can talk to Susanne, but you must make it clear that it is off the record. Promise her an interview after the trial is over. This one will be bigger than the last one, Leon. Get ready for the onslaught.”


    


    


    


    


    


    


    


    


    


    


    


    


    


    


    


    


    


    


    


    


    Chapter 56


    


    Bail was set at seventy-five thousand dollars due to the facts that Leon surrendered himself at the crime scene, he was a first time offender and his lawyers had a lot of pull with the judge. Leon wrote a check out to Gerald King, who after calling Longview and verifying that it was good, paid the bail himself. He and his wife took such a liking to Leon that they arranged for him to stay with them at their house until the trial was over. That was good in the judge’s eyes because someone responsible was watching over him. The Kings had been married for over thirty years and had no children of their own, so Leon became a pet project to Freda King. Leon couldn’t believe his good fortune as she was a great cook, and their house was a mansion. She realized that he had great learning potential, so she had someone come over to tutor him in Latin. Why Latin Leon didn’t know, but it helped pass the time.


    Leon got to talk to Frank and Julia regularly and through his lawyer Ronald Latham, was able to sign a contract whereby they had all rights to run the diner. It would stay Leon’s property, and they would pay all bills and be entitled to eighty percent of the profits. They would place Leon’s twenty percent in the bank weekly where it would earn interest for the next few years. If they decided to leave for whatever reason, then they would help find suitable tenants for the same deal. Frank promised they would come see Leon some weekend before the trial began. Because both were to testify, they would see him when the trial started also.


    Petey took three days off work and drove down to New Orleans after hearing the news of Leon’s arrest. He wanted to pound Leon’s head in for being so stupid as to get himself in trouble by murdering Tom, but he could understand. They were still best friends and always would be. It had turned out better for both that Petey had stopped the original assassination attempt. Leon had better lawyers than those who would be available in northern Louisiana, and Petey wouldn’t be in trouble for not protecting Tom after the trial.


    The trial was set for two months away. Gerald King spent four days up in northern Louisiana interviewing witnesses, the sheriff and deputies, Frank and Julia, Reverend Armstrong, and Miss Baker trying to come up with anything for a good defense. He also went to Homer to get all of the transcripts of Tom’s murder trial and to Shreveport to talk to John Felker, whom he knew from working on a case together years ago.


    Meanwhile, the case was making big news as Leon’s name had been leaked as the killer of Tom Downey. Because of the notoriety of the first trial, it soon made the national headlines and nightly newscasts of the networks. Leon was getting mail both for and against, and he took time to read every piece. Many were from angry veterans who had served with Tom blasting Leon for shooting a war hero. Many were from Leon’s old schoolmates and customers from the diner offering their support. Leon’s heart swelled with pride at the number of people who counted him as a friend, and he wrote many of them back expressing thanks for their support.


    Two weeks after the shooting, Leon asked Gerald if he could call Susanne Raines and arrange for her to come for a visit. Gerald thought it would be great for an interview if Leon wouldn’t admit to the shooting but tell all that he had been through leading up to the shooting. They needed the sympathy from the viewers. Public support would help immensely when the case went to trial.


    Leon went to his room and got Susanne’s card. He nervously dialed her number and she finally picked up on the fifth ring.


    “Hello?”


    “Susanne, it’s Leon.”


    There was silence for a few seconds. “I’m sorry that I had to use you to get to Tom. You are my friend. You proved that by trying to warn Tom into getting out of town, but I counted on that to find him.”


    “Leon, I have never been so scared in all my life when I felt his blood splatter all over me. He had a knife against my throat and said if I didn’t do as he said he would kill me right there.”


    “I saw the knife. I had to make sure he turned where you were out of the way before I shot.”


    “Where did you learn to shoot like that?”


    “I’ve been good with a gun since I was about twelve. Tom showed me how to use a sniper rifle. That’s why he grabbed you. He knew the bullet was coming. He just didn’t know from where.”


    “I don’t know whether to hug you or kick your ass, Leon.”


    Leon laughed which got Susanne laughing.


    “You remind me so much of my mother.”


    “How’s that, Leon?”


    “You talk and laugh like her. You walk and carry yourself much the same way. There are so many things that I can’t explain them all.”


    “I know you miss her.”


    “More than you will know.”


    “I’m sorry you have had such a rough life, Leon. You deserve much better that what you have been through, and now you are looking at life in prison.”


    “I knew that before I took the shot.”


    “I’m gonna miss you, Leon. I will come visit.”


    “Thank you. I asked my lawyer if you could come visit me now. I owe you an interview.”


    “You don’t owe me anything, Leon.”


    “Yes, I do. I owe you my life. If you hadn’t found Tom I would have been searching until I finally found him. Now there is so much pressure off me, I can finally relax.”


    “Why would your lawyer let me interview you, Leon?”


    “He said as long as I don’t admit to killing Tom, that it was all right. And he wants to see the piece before you air it.”


    “We can do that. How about this afternoon about 2 o’clock?”


    “Great. I’m staying at Gerald King’s house.”


    “I know where you are, Leon. Every newsperson in town knows where you are. I’ll see you at two.”


    Leon hung up the phone, glad that he had been forgiven. He went to tell his lawyer. Gerald King would be there during the interview. He wanted to make sure everything was perfect.


    


    


    


    


    


    


    


    


    


    


    


    


    


    


    


    


    


    


    


    


    


    Chapter 57


    


     Susanne and her cameraman arrived just before two o’clock. Her blond hair was French-braided and was set off perfectly by her yellow dress. She walked up and rang the doorbell while the cameraman unloaded all the equipment needed for the interview. Leon opened the door, and they hugged for what seemed like minutes to Gerald King who watched patiently from the foyer. They finally turned loose and she gave Leon a kiss on the cheek. Gerald knew then that Susanne wouldn’t give any trouble at wanting to ask questions that he didn’t want asked.


    Leon led her into the house. “Susanne Raines, this is my lawyer Gerald King.”


    “I’ve heard so much about you Mr. King. Everyone I have talked to says that you are the best defense lawyer in the city if not the state.”


    “I don’t know about that, but we try to give every client a chance to prove his innocence.”


    She smiled at Leon. “You sure know how to pick them, Leon.”


    “You can give Warren Boswell the credit for picking Mr. King.”


    “The district attorney from Homer who tried Tom? You even got the D.A.’s on your side?” She started laughing. “Leon, you are amazing.”


    The cameraman came through the door with his load. “Where do you want to set up?”


    Gerald replied, “How about the patio? Follow me.”


    They walked out to the patio which had expensive tile floors with plants and statues all about. There was a large water fountain, and there were bluebirds flying about. Several palm trees were set strategically over the grounds. Susanne squealed with delight. “Oh, this is so beautiful! I would want to stay out here all day! I would never get to work on time!”


     Freda King stepped out as Susanne was raving about her patio and grounds. “I’m so glad you like it, Miss Raines.” She set down the tray of lemonade that she was carrying. “My husband and I spend at least an hour out here in the evenings unless he is away for a trial or deposition. I’m Freda King.”


     “So happy to meet you, Mrs. King.”


     “Leon has told me so many wonderful things about you, Susanne. He is quite sure you will be on the network news really soon.”


     “If it wasn’t for Leon, I would still be a street reporter. Now I anchor the six and ten o’clock news.”


     “I know that. Leon has to make sure he watches you every night. I believe he is your number one fan.”


     Leon was smiling from the embarrassment and the praise.


     The cameraman finished setting up. Gerald took Susanne aside and asked her not to talk about the actual shooting, but just Leon’s mindset from all the tragedies that had happened to him over the years. She had no problem with that. He also promised her the first interview with Leon after the trial.


    Finally, everything was set up. Susanne and Leon sat on a porch swing with Gerald out of the view of the camera. She looked at Leon, “Are you ready?”


    “Yes, I think so.”


    The cameraman cued Susanna who began softly and slowly with that smile that reporters have when doing something they love. “This is Susanne Raines. I am here on the back porch of Gerald and Freda King talking to Leon Ledbedder. The last time I interviewed Leon was at the trial of Captain Thomas Downey who murdered Leon’s mother Marilyn Ledbedder and his unborn baby brother. Even though Tom Downey admitted to the murders, he was given a light sentence of six months to two years of psychiatric treatment on a manslaughter charge. We are here to re-examine that day and the events leading up to the death of Leon’s mother and then finally Tom Downey.”


    “Leon, can you explain how you and your mother arrived in northern Louisiana?”

     “We were moving from Arkansas when I was seven. Mama was trying to decide where we should move. I think we were heading down to New Orleans. We stopped at a diner in northern Louisana for gas. The couple running the place, Morgan and Louise Turner, found out that we had to leave our home and decided to help us.”


    “How’s that, Leon?”


    “They had a small cottage behind their house. Mama helped waitress and cook, and I helped Morgan with the gas pump.”


    “At seven years old you were running a gas pump?”


     Leon laughed. “Morgan found a crate for me to check oil in vehicles after I pumped the gas. I made a lot of tip money doing this. The Turners became the grandparents that I never had. They were great.”


     Susanne smiled. “It must have been a wonderful life. Tell us about your mother.”


     Leon’s eyes started tearing up, and he got choked up. “She was my life. She did everything she could to raise me right, and with the Turner’s help. I had a great childhood. I went to school and worked at the diner. She was the best mother anyone could possibly have.”


     Susanne waited until Leon got better control of himself. “Tell us, Leon, about when the troubles started.”


     “The first thing that happened was when Mama and I were taking Petey Parker, who is now a sheriff’s deputy, home from studying with me. He had a brother, Jackson, who was the meanest criminal you could imagine. He tried to assault my mother while we were letting Petey out of the car. We were able to escape thanks to Petey who suffered some broken bones from his brother. Jackson came to our house when we weren’t home and killed a cat and left it lying on Mama’s bed. He used the blood to write ‘I am coming for you’ on her bedroom wall. It was horrible. Mama was fearful for her life.”


     “What happened next, Leon?”


     “After he couldn’t find Jackson Parker, the sheriff put some guard dogs on both sides of the house. We all started carrying weapons. One morning we got up and the dogs were hanging from the porch rooftop dead with their blood dripping. He wrote ‘You are next bitch’ on the house. We saw someone behind one of the vehicles so we snuck up around it. It was Petey tied to the bumper with blood all over and broken bones. Jackson had beaten his own brother severely. The sheriff got some tracking dogs, and Morgan went with them. They finally captured Jackson Parker when he jumped off a cliff and broke his ankles.”


     “What happened to Jackson Parker, Leon?”


     “He was sent to prison for three years. Soon after that Mama and Tom met.”


     “How Leon?”


     “He was on leave from Vietnam and came into the diner. He and Mama took one look at each other, and before long they were engaged. He was only home for three more weeks. They secretly got married when she drove him to Shreveport to get on a plane. He was supposed to serve six more months in Vietnam and then come home for good. He was captured and held prisoner for three years. It was horrible. Mama was a wreck. She ran to the phone everytime it rang hoping it was news from Tom. The Turners were a big help in keeping Mama occupied and from worrying so much.


     “Tell us about the Turners, Leon. I know they were a big influence in your life.”


     “Yes ma’am. Morgan taught me how to hunt and fish and fix things. Louise was the best cook I have ever met, and she and Mama became like mother and daughter. She gave me a hug and kiss everyday until she died.”


     “What happened to Louise?”


     “We got a call one day that a tornado was headed our direction. We rushed home from the diner and ran to the storm shelter. Louise ran into the house. She never made it to the shelter. We started hunting for her after the storm. Morgan found her dead underneath a large tree. She was holding a picture of her son Jimmy, who died in Korea, and the flag that was over his coffin. A few weeks after the funeral, we were visiting the graveyard on her birthday. Morgan took out a pistol and shot himself in the head. He didn’t want to live without her.


     “Oh, Leon. That had to be terrible.”


     “It was up to that time the worse time of my life. To lose two people you love so much just days apart so needlessly was devastating.”


     “What did you and your Mama do?”


     “We started the diner back up after a few days of mourning. We hired some more help, Frank and Julia and her sister Elizabeth. They are great. They are still running the diner today.”


     “Leon, let’s go forward to the day your mother found out that Tom had been released.”


     “She had gone home early to do some painting at the house while we cleaned up. She heard the phone ringing and ran into the house leaving the door open. It was Major Caldwell who was Tom’s Army psychiatrist. He was telling Mama about Tom being found and his treatment plans. The phone went dead, and she ran into the bedroom to see if he was still on the line. It was dead too. She was getting undressed when she was attacked.”


     “Attacked by whom, Leon?”


     “I was finishing cleaning up at the diner when I got a call from Petey saying that Jackson Parker had been released and was possibly headed this direction. I ran home, because Mama had taken the car. I snuck into the house and heard noises coming from Mama’s bedroom. He was on top of her raping her while holding a knife in his hand across her throat.”


     “That had to be very horrifying to see.”


     “It was. I wanted to jump on him to try to stop him, but he was so large I wouldn’t be able to. I snuck into my room and loaded my gun. I went back to the door. Due to the angle I couldn’t risk shooting him without hitting Mama. I waited until he started standing up and blew his brains out.”


     “Oh, Leon. That must have been hard on you.”


     “No. What was hard was watching him rape my mother and not being able to stop it.”


     “You are a very brave boy, Leon.”


     “Not really. I just wanted to protect my Mama. She started getting real sick and we soon found out that she was pregnant with the rapist’s baby.”


     “Your mother decided to keep the baby didn’t she, Leon?”


     “Yes ma’am. She couldn’t end a life that was growing inside her. It was half hers and she decided that an abortion was not the answer.”


     “So your mother continued working with everyone in the area knowing that the baby is a result of a rape. What did other people say about it?”


     “Some thought she should have aborted the baby, but the majority of her true friends were very supportive. They knew she was a very moral woman and would do what her faith led her to do which was to love and raise her baby.”


     “Tom was released when, Leon?”


     “Mama was about seven or eight months pregnant. The Army doctors said he was able to live a normal life, so we were to meet him at the bus station in Ruston. He looked thin and older, but he wouldn’t touch Mama’s belly. You could tell he had a problem with it. On the way home, we told him about the Turners and he started panicking. He had to get out of the car, and he threw up and started screaming. I had to get Mama away from him because he was scaring her, and I went to calm him down. He was apologizing, so I thought he would be all right.”


     “Your mother must have been terrified.”


     “She was, but she was very glad to see him home. He acted strangely most of the time and he still wouldn’t touch Mama’s stomach. He was acting out a role.”


     “What do you mean by that, Leon?”


     “I told you about the day he heard Petey and me out target practicing. He ran into the bedroom and snuck around the house. He hollered at us to drop our weapons and Mama started screaming at him. He fired over her head. She started talking calmly to him and he finally gave up his weapon. Mama had me take him fishing while she called Major Caldwell who was going to send some medication. The next day he killed my mother.”


     “What made you think he was acting Leon?”


     “I heard him ask Mama a few times about Morgan’s money. She had told him that she and I had inherited all the Turner’s possessions. He seemed to be more interested in how much there was and where it was invested. I got suspicious then.”


     “So the next morning you were concerned about your mother?”


     “Yes. He was sleeping soundly and she told me to go on to work. I was very uneasy, but I didn’t have his plan figured out. He came into the diner holding a bloody knife with his pajama bottoms covered in blood. I rushed home and saw the bloody footprints coming out of the house and when I entered the bedroom…” Leon’s face started shaking and tears flowed down his cheeks. “I saw Mama lying on her bed with blood all over the sheets and floor. He had taken a knife and cut her stomach wide open, cutting out the baby and throwing it against the wall. Both of them were dead.”


     Susanne had tears rolling also even though she had heard Leon’s story before. She waited for Leon to gain some composure. “We buried them next to Morgan and Louise. That day I swore I would get revenge for my mother and brother.”


     “You testified at Tom’s trial that he was crazy.”


     “He was crazy but not insane. I went to his jail cell alone to talk to him. I told him I knew that he was acting. He started laughing at me. He knew he would get off on an insanity plea. I knew it too. It was my word against all those doctors and witnesses.”


     “So you decided then to end Tom’s life.”


     “Not the Tom my mother fell in love with. This Tom was different; he was hard, cold and calculating. I decided that he wasn’t going to hurt anyone else. I was going to send him to hell.”


     Susanne looked over at Gerald King who made the keep rolling signal. He had never heard anything so captivating. He wanted all of America to hear Leon’s complete story.


     “I testified so Tom would get off. I didn’t want him at a country club prison playing golf. I wanted him to pay for killing my mother. After his trial I went to a rooftop across from the street and would have killed him immediately, but I was stopped by a friend who had followed me up to the roof. I had to wait until he was released. He served his six months, and I learned he had come to New Orleans.”


     “Leon, you are charged with murder. What do you say to defend yourself?”


     “I had rather face prison or death than allow someone to live who got off with brutally murdering my mother, who gave so much love and life to everyone she met. He took my life and heart away so I took his life. It wasn’t a fair trade because he had no heart or he would have seen how lucky he was to have a wife like my mother. She lived the last three years praying for him everyday, worried about him, and crying about him. I was crazy with only one thing. I had to put this to rest. Now it is, at least for me. I am free. Even though I may be facing the rest of my life behind bars, I am finally free.”


     He sobbed tears of relief, and Susanne gave him a hug. “This is the story of Leon Ledbedder, whose life was filled with intense love and terrible tragedy. He is a boy full of bravery, and I must admit I love him. I hope the world will look kindly upon him. He is not evil. He was just doing what he felt was right.”


     The cameraman quit filming and they sat there with Susanne comforting Leon while the others sadly watched a boy missing his mother.


    


    


    


    


    


    


    


    


    


    


    


    

    Chapter 58


    


     The result of the piece was huge. Gerald King saw it first as Susanne played it for him at the station. “Don’t cut any of it. It needs to be totally intact the way it is. You have done a masterful job.” WGNO released it the next night after the nightly news. It was heavily promoted as a special exclusive with the murderer of the war hero. The ratings were over fifty percent in New Orleans, and ABC decided to show it nationally the next night. Calls from all over came to WGNO in support of the young man who did what many people would have done if they had the bravery. Of the over three thousand pieces of mail received that week, only five percent wanted Leon to get life in prison. Most were anti-gun people.


     Susanne was immediately promoted to the New York bureau. Her transfer would occur after Leon’s trial was over. The interview would be nominated for many statewide and national awards. She was becoming a hot commodity as was Leon. His story was printed in Time and Newsweek. By the time the trial started, his story had been heard by millions.


     The judge figured there was no way that a fair trial could be held in New Orleans, but the District Attorney wanted the publicity for his advancement, so the judge didn’t attempt to have the venue changed. Gerald King and his associates were glad. They wanted the trial in their own backdoor.


     The jury selection was hard. Most had heard about Leon and were sympathetic to him and were struck from the jury. After two days of interviewing potential jurors, they had the twelve picked along with their alternates. There were five white and three black women with three white and one black male. Gerald wanted as many mothers as he could get and he was pleased that all eight of the women were mothers. The D.A. was able to get one Vietnam veteran who worried Gerald. Overall though, he couldn’t complain. The trial would start the following Monday, and the jury would be sequestered. It was expected to last a week. Gerald was undecided whether to let Leon testify, but after seeing his interview he wasn’t totally against it. He would determine that as the trial progressed.


     Monday came, and Leon rode with Gerald and his associates. He would have to spend the remainder of the trial in the custody of the sheriff, but arrangements were made for Leon to have his own cell where he would be isolated from other prisoners. He wore a white button down shirt with a navy tie and khaki pants. He was looking like the handsome young man that he was.


     The courtroom was large and packed with reporters and curious onlookers. Leon spotted Susanne, waved, and smiled at her as she crossed her fingers wishing him luck. She was almost as well known as he was, and her presence could open many doors that previously had been shut. The judge was introduced with an “All rise” from the bailiff. Judge Henry Thornton was a strict but fair judge who ran a tight ship. He didn’t put up with any foolishness, and he could lose his patience if the line of questioning grew too long and tiresome. He wanted the facts and not all the fluff. He was a heavy set man balding on top with dark brown hair around the edges of his round face.. He wore his reading glasses on the tip of his nose and tended to look over them when peering at you.


     The jury was led in by the bailiff, and most of them spotted Leon and smiled. Court was called to order and Judge Thornton called District Attorney Lebron Patterson to give his opening statement. “Ladies and gentlemen of the jury, you will hear throughout this trial about the horrible incidences in the life of Leon Ledbedder. You will hear of the rape of his mother, the deaths of his two benefactors, and the subsequent murder of his mother and unborn brother. You will hear that his stepfather was tried for the murder of his mother and brother and was declared by a jury of his peers as being temporarily insane. You will hear how Leon Ledbedder took justice in his own hands after Tom Downey had served his sentence. With malice and great forethought Leon Ledbedder admittedly killed Tom Downey with a single bullet to the head. You will hear that Leon himself had gone crazy after all these occurrences, and the defense will argue that he should be given a lesser sentence. All these facts are undeniable, and the law states that the criminal must be punished according to the crimes committed. I fully expect to prove that Leon Ledbedder is guilty, and I expect you to fulfill your obligations in giving him life imprisonment.”


     Gerald King stood up and buttoned his coat button. He walked in front of the jury looking deliberately into each juror’s face. He paced back toward the defense desk. “This ladies and gentlemen of the jury is Leon Ledbedder. This child never knew his father, and his mother was his life as he was hers. She spent everyday of her life caring for Leon, doing what was best for him, and praying for him. She was a mother who watched over her son like you would watch over your own children. Leon grew up in a house of love; he worked at a diner from the age of seven while going to school. This young man finished number one in his class. He was offered scholarships to Louisiana State, Tulane, and some Ivy League schools. He turned them down because his mother would be all alone, and he loved her too much to leave.”


     “Leon’s mother was brutally raped, and he had wait until after the rapist was finished with his crime before he could get the right angle to shoot him without hitting his mother. He had to stand there noiselessly while the rapist repeatedly thrust himself while holding a knife to his mother’s throat. He had to watch her give herself up because the rapist told her if she screamed that he kill Leon in front of her. She loved him so much that she let the crime happen. Leon loved her so much that he stayed with her until the moment the rapist stood up, and Leon shot him in the head instantly killing him.”


     “This young man and his mother were like family to an older couple who took them in after they had to leave their home. The older lady, Louise Turner, became a grandmother to Leon and her husband, Morgan Turner, was the only male influence in his life. He was there when they found Louise lying dead under a tree after a tornado. Leon was present when Morgan was visiting Louise’s gravesite on her birthday so he saw Morgan take out his gun and shoot himself in the head.”


     “Leon was the first one on the scene when his mother was brutally killed by his stepfather who had plunged a knife into her belly time and time again cutting out his unborn brother before throwing him against the wall several feet away. He was there holding her body in his arms rocking back and forth until the sheriff made him stop.”


     “Leon was there when Tom Downey was given a light sentence while Leon’s sentence was the rest of his life without his mother, and the district attorney wants you to treat this as an ordinary murder case. Ordinary it isn’t, ladies and gentlemen. This is the most extraordinary murder trial you and I have ever heard of. I was leery of taking on Leon as a client as he readily admitted that he shot Tom Downey. But after listening to his story, there was no way I wasn’t going to defend this young man. My wife and I have grown so attached to him that we would be proud to call him son. That would not make things better for Leon, because he lost his most prized possession to a man who faked insanity to get the money that Leon and his mother inherited from the Turners.”


     “Leon is guilty ladies and gentlemen but of what? What does this young man deserve from this world that has been so cruel to him? I hope you use your heart as well as the facts to be lenient on this young man. He deserves nothing less.”


     The ladies of the jury were already wiping their eyes. They saw Leon as a victim, just as Gerald King had wanted. The D.A.’s job was to portray him as the criminal. The lines had been drawn and the skirmish had started. 


    


     * * * * * *


    


     Dr. Methvin was studying his notes after Leon had described what happened at the trial. He had also gone to the library to do some research on what was said in the paper. He had called Gerald King who had retired about ten years previously. He was in his eighties but his mind was sharp, and his memories of the trial were remarkable. Gerald gave him the facts of the inner workings of the trial. The D.A. had subpoenaed the Army doctors and Sheriff Mansell, who testified about what Leon said in the trial and deposition. They all admitted that Leon told them that Tom was insane at the time of Marilyn’s murder. Everyone associated with the first trial testified the same thing. The D.A. had the transcript from the entire trial and went over it piece by piece. They were well prepared and proved their points that Leon, after the failure of the first attempt on Tom’s life, had waited over six months for the second making it a premeditated murder.


     After the prosecution rested, the defense called Petey Parker who testified that he had stopped Leon from shooting Tom after the first trial. He testified that Leon stated that Tom had indeed told him that he had acted crazy in order to get the money. The prosecution asked Petey why Leon waited until then to mention that fact? Petey told them that Leon didn’t think his word would be taken over all the doctors and experts who had examined Tom and labeled him temporarily insane. Susanne testified to the same, but the prosecution played it like it was his way of getting her to bait Tom out of hiding for Leon to shoot him. The facts clearly were in the prosecution’s favor. The defense had to pull at the jurors hearts. There was no other way.


     “So you are telling me, Mr. King, that Leon knew exactly what he was doing? I am expected to figure out if Leon was insane at the time and if and when he is capable of entering society again.”


     “Dr. Methvin, when I met Leon he was as sane or even more sane than anybody I have ever known. At the time of his mother’s death, I believe he snapped. He lived every breath as if he was on a mission that wouldn’t be over until Tom Downey was dead. After that, he was as normal as you or me.”


     “So at this point, what was your feeling on the trial?”


     “They had us beaten fairly badly. We needed something to turn the emotions back on. We needed Leon to testify. I usually don’t like my clients to testify except when we need a miracle, and we needed one badly.”


    


    


    


    


    


    


    


    


    


    


    


    


    


    


    


    


    


    


    


    Chapter 58


    


     “The defense calls to the stand Leon Ledbedder.” There was an audible gasp in the courtroom as Leon rose to his feet and approached the witness box. He had on his best Sunday clothes, and with a haircut he looked like a young man that any girl’s mother would want her daughter to date. He swore on the Bible to tell the truth and sat down looking apprehensively at his lawyer as he walked toward him. “Leon, I appreciate that you are willing to testify. We are wanting to show your state of mind before the shooting.”


     “Yes sir.”


     “Can you tell the court in your own words about the day you came home to discover your mother lying in her blood on her bed.”


     “I saw Tom running into the diner screaming and holding a bloody knife with blood all over his chest and on his pajama bottoms.”


     “Now Leon he had no shirt on and just pajama bottoms?”


     “Yes sir.”


     “When you got home you saw bloody footprints down the hall onto the porch?”


     “Yes sir.”


     “Were the footprints of a man wearing shoes?”


     “No sir. They were barefoot, you could see the toes.”


     “When he came to the diner, was he barefoot?”


     Leon wondered why he didn’t catch that before. “No sir. He had shoes on.”


     “Then why would a crazy man who just killed his wife take the time to put shoes on, pick up the knife, and run into the diner acting crazy?”


     “He wasn’t crazy. I’ve told you before.”


     “Tell the jury then, Leon.”


     “The Army doctors and sheriff wanted to talk to me. I agreed if I could see Tom alone in his cell. They made the arrangements. I went into his cell and confronted him. I told him it was all an act, and he wanted to know how I knew he was acting. I told him that I had known ever since the second day that he was home when he started asking about all the money, stocks and land that Mama had inherited from Morgan.”


     “So he was interested in the money. How much was it Leon?”


     “Land, houses, stocks, and money was over three hundred thousand dollars.”


     Gasps were heard all over the courtroom.


     “What else did Tom say to you in the cell?”


     “He said he didn’t want to raise a bastard child, and that they were both better off dead.” More gasps. “I spit on him and he told me that he did love Mama before he went back to Vietnam, but all the torture for those three years changed him. He said that he would see me in court.”


     “Is that all, Leon?”


     “Yes sir.”


     “Why didn’t you testify to that during his trial?”


     “Nobody would have believed me. All his doctors and the witnesses believed that he was insane. Only I knew better. I also wanted him free where I could punish him myself.”


     “By punishing him you mean killing him.”


     “Yes sir. That is all I thought about after my Mama was killed. I wanted him dead worse than I wanted to breathe.”


     “So that was your consuming thought.”


     “That was my only thought. I lived, slept and breathed planning to kill him. You don’t understand. I died with my mother. She was my life.”


     “Leon, if you had to do it all over again would you?”


     “Yes sir. I owed it to my mother. Everything good in my life has been taken away. I’ve lost my early childhood home, my girlfriend, Morgan and Louise Turner and finally my mother and baby brother. I have nothing left. I will never see her again. I might lose my life over my decision, but it was the only one I could make.”


     “Leon, you knew killing Tom was going to put you in prison for many years. Why didn’t you run after you shot him instead of walking up to a policeman and confessing?”


     “I don’t want to run away for the rest of my life. Can’t you see? I’ve corrected a wrong. My mother was killed trying to save an unborn child. She was stabbed again and again and cut open to rip out my brother.” Tears were streaming down his face and he started to sob. He paused a moment and looked at the jury many of whom were noticeably suffering with Leon. “I did it because a man who supposedly loved my mother was free to enjoy his life. He was let go after six months. If I have to spend the rest of my life in prison because the psychiatrists were all wrong, then I will gladly. If the most important person in your life had been brutally murdered, I suspect you would too. If not, you don’t any idea what love is.”


     Susanne was sitting in the back both hands covering her face as she shook from the emotion of Leon’s words. Many who witnessed his testimony called it the most passionate testimony they had ever heard. His words would be all over the media the next day. Gerald King’s strategy did what he wanted it to. It stirred up sentiment for Leon’s plight.


     “No further questions Your Honor.”


     Lebron Patterson knew he had better be careful and not antagonize the jury by berating Leon. “Leon, did you kill Tom Downey after months of planning with great forethought despite knowing the consequences of your actions?”


     “Yes sir.”


     “No further questions Your Honor.”


    


     * * * * * *


    


     Gerald King continued his narrative to Dr. Methvin who was taking notes as well as taping the interview. “Leon captured the heart of the jury but it wasn’t enough. The prosecution had the facts which Leon didn’t deny.”


     “How long did it take the jury to come to a decision?”


     “It took three days. I’m told that the Vietnam veteran wanted the death sentence. He was quickly overruled, but his arguments for a harsh sentence made a huge difference. The sentence was for fifty years in prison with chance of parole in thirty. The appeal went the same way as the original trial. Leon started his thirty years on November 23, 1976. I’ve been to see him every year on that date. His thirty years comes up next month. God willing, I will be there at the parole hearing.”


    


    * * * * * *


    Leon was transferred from his New Orleans jail cell to Angola Prison. The warden there was given notice by the governor of Louisiana to make sure that Leon was kept away from the most dangerous of the hardened criminals. He was to be treated well and placed in a rehab program to hasten his release. The warden saw this as an opportunity to please the governor for possible advancement. Leon was placed in a cell with another young man who helped Leon adjust to prison life.


    Donald Travis was falsely accused of a rape charge. He was a slight bookwormish twenty-five year old who had served three of his ten years. He spent his days reading and studying botany which helped in his prison job. Donald planted an orchard right outside the prison walls which he tended under the watch of an armed guard. He soon received permission for Leon to work under his charge and Leon enjoyed being outdoors especially outside the prison walls. They bonded, and soon Leon started reading Donald’s many books on the subject. He learned the scientific names and characteristics of hundreds of plants, and they soon became experts in botany.


    After the first week, Leon was able to receive mail and visitors. Ten days after his arrival, Leon was sent to a small room with an armed guard. Told that he had a visitor, he waited anxiously to see who had come to see him.


    After five minutes waiting, there was a knock and the guard opened the door. Susanne came in all smiles and ran to meet and hug Leon. Their embrace lasted for over a minute, and she smothered his face with kisses.


    “Leon, I’m so glad to see you!”


    “You too, Susanne. It is great that you came to see me. I’ve missed talking to you.”


    “Me too, Leon. The warden has given me permission to interview you next week if you agree to it.”


    Leon smiled. There was no way he could turn down Susanne after what he had put her through. Also her interviews with Leon allowed the nation to see his plight. It was through those interviews that the governor’s wife put pressure on her husband to talk to the warden placing Leon in a lower risk cell with more privileges.


    “I look forward to it. It means you have to come back.”


    “Leon Ledbedder, you know I will be coming to see you regularly.”


    “For a while maybe, but you will be working up north soon and will be busy with your job. I will never forget you for all you have done.”


    Her eyes moistened. “I love you, Leon. I know that I can’t take the place of your mother, but anytime you need anything you call or write.”


    “I do need you to do something for me.”


    “Anything, Leon.”


    “I owe Salva five hundred dollars. I will have Barry Latham, my lawyer who is handling my money, send you a check. I want you to give it to her.”


    “The stripper in New Orleans?”


    Leon smiled. “We made a deal, and I’m sticking to it.”


    Susanne laughed. “You stay away from strippers, Leon Ledbedder. They can get you in serious trouble.”


    Leon cracked up. Even the solemn armed guard was laughing at that one.


    


    


    


    


    


    


    


    


    


    


    


    


    


    


    


    


    


    


    Chapter 59


    


     The media had a field day with Leon’s story. Susanne’s interviews led to articles in Time, Newsweek and Life Magazines as well as all the major newspapers along with the Saturday Evening Post. Leon photo was plastered over front pages all across the country, and the state of Louisiana was having to deal with the pressure of so much support for him. The nation had a hero. Leon was oblivious to it all as he wasn’t privy to magazines and television. The guards were jokingly giving him a hard time and calling him “Hotshot Leon”. He went along with their jokes because he realized if the guards were your friends, you would be treated well.


     His visitor list grew as Petey, Miss Baker, Frank and Julia, and Gerald and Freda King all came to see him that first month. Petey had a card signed by all the deputies and most of his old customers at the diner. Leon taped it to the wall where he could see the names and reminisce about the signers and their families. He was getting homesick for the diner and the customers but life in prison wasn’t too bad. He wished he could visit Mama’s grave, but he made Petey promise to keep it tended to and put flowers on it as well as the Turners on their birthdays. Petey took some photos of the graves and the diner and some of his friends for Leon to look at when he needed to. The visits started tapering down after about a year but Petey still visited every month.


     The years slowly trickled by moving at a snail’s pace. Donald was released after seven years, and Leon had the cell to himself. He tended to the orchard and the flower garden that they had added five years previously. Leon was missing contact with the outside world. Donald wrote from time to time, and he had moved to San Antonio where he started a plant business. It thrived, and after five years Donald had twenty employees. Leon was proud of his ex-cellmate.


      Susanne’s visits were now about once a year. She was the weekend anchor for ABC news and also had a weekly show that aired nationally five days a week every morning. She had gotten married in the early eighties to a high ranking executive, and they left ABC to become producers for CNN. She no longer did the news. She was more involved in the everyday decisions in producing it. Leon always got a care package from her every birthday and at Christmas and a call from her once a month. She never forgot him as she promised.


     October 23, 2004, was the day Leon finally went crazy. He had been there for over twenty-eight years and now was in his upper forties. He was experimenting with some grafting of different kinds of apple trees when a guard came to get him. “Visitor, Leon.”


     Leon washed his hands and went to the visitor room. It wasn’t guarded anymore as Leon was trusted by the warden and all the guards because he was a model prisoner. Standing in the room was a tall slender woman about fifty years old. “Hello, Leon.”


     Leon looked into her face and recognized her. Even though it had been over thirty-four years, he was looking into the face of Janet Arnold. He raced over to embrace the sister of his longtime love. He whispered, “Janet.” The emotion he felt overwhelmed him, and he had to sit doubled over with his hands covering his face that was being washed with his tears. She stood beside him, stroked his shoulder, and waited for him to regain his composure. He was a step closer to Becky.


     “Leon, we’ve missed you so much.”


     “Is Becky with you?”


     “No, she had to stay home. My husband and I are on our way to a conference in New Orleans, and I told him I had to stop and see you.”


     “You are married?”


     “Yes, with three children, Leon.”


     “What about Becky?”


     “She has a husband and one son named Leon.”


     Leon was crushed, but he knew that life had passed him by with Becky Arnold. Their lives had taken different paths, and the gap had widened too much for them to intertwine again.


     “Is she happy?”


     “I can’t burden you with her problems, Leon.”


     “What problems?”


     “Her husband is a respected minister, but she has told me that he beats her and Leon. He has a very violent temper.”


     “Oh, God no! He has the greatest woman in the world as a wife, and he beats her. Why doesn’t she leave him?”


     “Her religious faith wouldn’t allow it. Also she has never given up hope that he will change.”


     “Why does he beat her?”


     “Anything that angers him is an excuse…if the grocery bill is too high, if supper isn’t ready when he gets home, if Leon doesn’t act up to his standards. There are a million reasons, but not one good enough to beat her for.”


     Leon cried tears for Becky and the hell she was living through. Janet pulled him up on his feet and hugged him until his tears slowed down.


     “She prays for you everyday, Leon. She had me save every article I could find about you and your trial. She still loves you, Leon.”


     “Where does she live?”


     “I can’t tell you that. She doesn’t want you coming after her. She has her family and she wants you to have one too someday.”


     “I want to talk to her. I need to help her. Please tell me, Janet.”


     “I can’t Leon. I probably have said too much. I shouldn’t have upset you like this.”


     “I have wondered everyday since your family moved away about her. Where was she? What she was doing? Was she happy? Was she thinking about me? I have missed her so much.”


     “I know. I listened to her cry herself to sleep almost every night for the first two years, Leon. It was all over leaving you. Mama and Daddy didn’t want her to tell you where she was because they were scared you would come after her.”


     “What did they have against me?”


     Janet looked down and turned red from embarrassment. “It was because you were illegitimate, Leon. They thought your mother was a whore. They were very judgmental about things that weren’t your fault.”


     Leon started crying again. “How can people who believe in Jesus and love be the first to put down people.”


     “They were taught that God was an angry and vengeful God. They didn’t understand mercy and grace.”


     Leon let this sink in. He was depressed to learn that he had lost Becky due to her parents seeing him as undesirable and detestable. “I wish I could tell her how badly I feel about losing her. My childhood was wonderful growing up so close to her. Then your family moved, and my world started falling apart. I have lost everything precious to me. Tell her I love her still after all these years. I still love her.”


     “Leon, I think she knows that.”


     He looked into Janet’s face. “Do you have a picture?”


     She reached into her right dress pocket. “I thought you might want one.” She smiled at him. Leon took it and stared into the face of his first and only true love. Her hair was still red and her eyes blue. There were the beginnings of lines around her eyes, but she still was the most beautiful girl he had ever seen except for Mama of course.


     Janet hugged Leon one last time. I’ve got to go, Leon. My family is waiting for me.”


     “You don’t know how much it means to me that you came. Tell Becky I love her.”


     “I will, Leon.” She walked out the door and out of Leon’s life once again.


     That day was an important day in Leon’s life. He went into a deep depression. Soon his behavior worried the warden and his guards who were also his friends. They sent him to the prison psychiatrist who thought he was unstable enough to seek further help. They sent him to the Meacham Memorial Sanitarium where he was placed under the care of Dr. John Methvin, who was given the task of treating the now crazy Leon Ledbedder.


     * * * * * *


    


    


     Dr. Methvin went back to his first meeting with Leon on February 14, 2005. Leon wouldn’t talk that day; he would sit on the couch fingering a lock of brown hair, mumbling something about Mama. It sounded as if he expected his Mama to come get him and take him home. Leon treated that hair as if was the most important thing in the world. When he had asked Leon about the hair, Leon rolled it up into one hand clutching it tight where Dr. Methvin couldn’t see it. Now two years later, he knew the complete saga.


    Leon had progressed greatly under his care. His mind was once again sharp, and he was studying Latin again. He really picked it up quite easily and Dr. Methvin wondered what could have been had Leon gone to college and applied himself. Leon had long since proved himself ready for the outside world in Dr. Methvin’s eyes. He was hoping to prove that to the pardon board. Leon’s gait had returned to that of a confident individual, and the way he carried himself was without all the little quirks he used to have.


    May 23, 2007. Leon was dressed in regular clothes and not the Sanitarium issued clothing. It felt good to wear real clothes again. Dr. Methvin was driving him to his parole hearing in Baton Rouge. He would testify before a parole board of five people who would determine if Leon was rehabilitated and if he was over the mental problems that caused his transfer from Angola. Leon was very nervous. It was his first opportunity for parole, and he wanted to make a good impression.


    Leon and Dr. Methvin walked into the meeting room ten minutes before schedule. “Leon, just be yourself. You will be asked some questions and others will testify according to what they know about you and your case. You will be okay.”


    Leon stood up when the parole board walked in. Three men and two women sat down and opened their charts on Leon’s case. “Leon,” the tall bald bespeckled man in the middle said while looking at him, “we are all aware of your case with most of us having been in Louisiana at the time of your trial. Your file is full of the tragedies and misfortune that has followed you throughout your life. What makes you sure you can be a productive member of society after serving thirty years behind bars?”


    “Sir, thanks to Dr. Methvin and his services and the warden of Angola, I have spent my time improving myself mentally and emotionally and by studying botany and Latin. I may look into college, where I can get my degree to teach either or both of these subjects. My life outside the prison walls will consist of trying to renew friendships with those who have supported me while I have been incarcerated and always striving to become a better person.”


    “There are several letters written here in support of your release. One is from the ex-governor of Louisiana, one from the warden at Angola, and even one from the judge of your trial, who wrote his seven years ago before his death. There seems to be plenty of people who support you.”


    “I appreciate all their support over the years. Everyone has been so nice while I have been serving my sentence. The warden was instrumental in my being able to work grafting different species of plants to grow in the prison orchard and I feel confident that I could do research among those lines.”


    “There are some people who would like to testify in this hearing. Let them in officer.”


     The armed guard opened the door and said, “You people can come on in now.” Leon looked around and in walked Petey, Susanne Raines Thomas, Frank and Julia, followed by Gerald King in a wheelchair and Reverend Armstong who was now in his early nineties. Leon gave them hugs all around and thanked them for being there for him. He was blessed indeed.


     Two guards came in with two large mail carts with letters from all over the country. In all there were over five thousand cards and letters asking the parole board to free Leon. He was absolutely stunned.


     “How did all those people know I was being paroled?”


     Susanne looked at Leon. “I told you I would never forget you, Leon. Last week we devoted an hour long special about you on CNN. You are a hero once again. She handed him a blue tee shirt with his photo printed on it from thirty years ago. It said “Free Leon.”


     The parole board member smiled and shook Leon’s hand. “The board hereby approves the parole of Leon Ledbedder. You are a free man.”


     The room exploded with shouts and screams as Leon went to the board to thank them and shake their hands. He then went to Petey slapping him on the back, and to Susanne giving her a kiss and hug. He shook Frank’s hand and picked up Julia and slung her around in a circle. To Gerald King, he whispered a “Thank you and Mrs. King for your kindness” and to Reverend Armstrong, he said “God bless you, sir.”


     Dr. Methvin was standing there smiling the smile of one who had completed a great and wonderful task. Leon gave him a hug and a kiss on the lips. “Without your help, I’d still be crazy.”


     John Methvin wiped his mouth. Looking Leon in the eyes he replied, “I think you still are, Leon.”


     


     


    


    


    


    


    


    


    


    


    


    


    


    


    


    


    


    


    


    


    


    


    


    


    


    


    


    


    


    


    


    


    


    Chapter 60


    


    


     Petey was driving Leon back home from the Meacham Memorial Sanitarium. Leon had to get his personal effects, mainly Mama’s lock of hair and Becky’s photo. He had books on Latin and botany and the stack of letters he kept from Susanne, and his lawyer who had invested all his money, both from his inheritance and from the diner that Frank and Julia had sent over the last thirty years. Wise investing and compound interest had made the total over one and a quarter million dollars, and Leon wouldn’t need to work a day in his life if he didn’t want to. He had other things on his mind.


     “Where to Leon?” Petey asked as they neared home.


     “I would like to go see Miss Baker.”


     “Why, Leon? Do you think she is going to tell you after all these years?”


     “Sure she will, Petey.”


     “No way. She told me years ago that it was the parents wishes that that information would be held secret. What makes you think she will tell you now?”


     “I have never really come out and asked her.”


    Petey shook his head and grinned.


    


    They arrived at Miss Baker’s at mid afternoon. She had retired from her principal’s job just two years previously. Now in her early seventies, she still lived alone with three cats and a flower garden. She was watering her plants when the sheriff’s car drove up. Petey and Leon stepped out and she dropped her watering can and rushed to Leon. Kissing both sides of his face she stood back and looked at him. He was still her favorite student after over forty-five years in education.


    Leon looked at her while still holding her hands. “Well, where did they go?”


    “Who, Leon?”


    “You know, Miss Baker.”


    Smiling she whispered just loud enough for them to hear, “Davenport, Iowa.”


    Leon gave her a kiss, picked her up, and squeezed her tightly.


    Petey looked shocked at her for telling Leon after she had promised. “I still love you Miss Baker.”


    “Oh Petey, grow up.”
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