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To Mr. Wonderful—sometimes

David Wheeler


 
Cast of Characters

Mary Minor Haristeen (Harry), the young postmistress of Crozet

Mrs. Murphy, Harry's gray tiger cat

Tee Tucker, Harry's Welsh corgi, Mrs. Murphy's friend and confidante

Pharamond Haristeen (Fair), veterinarian, formerly married to Harry

Mrs. George Hogendobber (Miranda), a widow who works with Harry in the post office

Market Shiflett, owner of Shiflett's Market, next to the post office

Pewter, Market's shamelessly fat gray cat, who now lives with Harry and family

Susan Tucker, Harry's best friend

Big Marilyn Sanburne (Mim), Queen of Crozet society

Rick Shaw, sheriff

Cynthia Cooper, police officer

Herbert C. Jones, pastor of Crozet Lutheran Church

Roscoe Fletcher, headmaster of the exclusive St. Elizabeth's private school

Naomi Fletcher, principal of the lower school at St. Elizabeth's. She supports her husband's vision 100%

Alexander Brashiers (Sandy), an English teacher at St. Elizabeth's who believes he should be headmaster

April Shively, secretary to the headmaster, whom she loves

Maury McKinchie, a film director who's lost his way, lost his fire, and seems to be losing his wife

Brooks Tucker, Susan Tucker's daughter. She has transferred to St. Elizabeth's

Karen Jensen, irreverent, a star of the field hockey team, and lusted after by most of the boys

Jody Miller, another good field hockey player, seems to be suffering the ill effects of an evaporating romance with Sean Hallahan

Sean Hallahan, the star of the football team

Roger Davis, calm, quiet, and watchful, he is overshadowed by Sean

Kendrick Miller, driven, insular, and hot-tempered, he's built a thriving nursery business as he's lost his family . . . he barely notices them

Irene Miller, a fading beauty who deals with her husband's absorption in his work and her daughter's mood swings by ignoring them

Father Michael, priest at the Catholic church, a friend of the Reverend Herbert Jones

Jimbo Anson, owner of the technologically advanced car wash on Route 29



Coach Renee Hallvard, a favorite with the St. Elizabeth's students, she coaches the girls' field hockey team
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Towns, like people, have souls. The little town of Crozet, Virginia, latitude 38°, longitude 78° 60′, had the soul of an Irish tenor.

On this beautiful equinox day, September 21, every soul was lifted, if not every voice—for it was perfect: creamy clouds lazed across a turquoise sky. The Blue Ridge Mountains, startling in their color, hovered protectively at the edge of emerald meadows. The temperature held at 72° F with low humidity.

This Thursday, Mary Minor Haristeen worked unenthusiastically in the post office. As she was the postmistress, she could hardly skip out, however tempted she was. Her tiger cat, Mrs. Murphy, and her corgi, Tee Tucker, blasted in and out of the animal door, the little flap echoing with each arrival or departure. It was the animals' version of teenagers slamming the door, and each whap reminded Harry that while they could escape, she was stuck.

Harry, as she was known, was industrious if a bit undirected. Her cohort at the P.O., Mrs. Miranda Hogendobber, felt that if Harry remarried, this questioning of her life's purpose would evaporate. Being quite a bit older than Harry, Miranda viewed marriage as purpose enough for a woman.

“What are you humming?”

“‘A Mighty Fortress Is Our God.' Martin Luther wrote it in 1529,” Mrs. H. informed her.

“I should know that.”

“If you'd come to choir practice you would.”

“There is the small matter that I am not a member of your church.” Harry folded an empty canvas mail sack.

“I can fix that in a jiffy.”

“And what would the Reverend Jones do? He baptized me in Crozet Lutheran Church.”

“Piffle.”

Mrs. Murphy barreled through the door, a large cricket in her mouth.

Close in pursuit was Pewter, the fat gray cat who worked days next door at the grocery store: nights she traveled home with Harry. Market Shiflett, the grocer, declared Pewter had never caught a mouse and never would, so she might as well go play with her friends.

In Pewter's defense, she was built round; her skull was round, her ears, small and delicate, were round. Her tail was a bit short. She thought of herself as stout. Her gray paunch swung when she walked. She swore this was the result of her having “the operation,” not because she was fat. In truth it was both. The cat lived to eat.

Mrs. Murphy, a handsome tiger, stayed fit being a ferocious mouser.

The two cats were followed by the dog, Tee Tucker.

Mrs. Murphy bounded onto the counter, the cricket wriggling in her mouth.

“That cat has brought in a winged irritant. She lives to kill,” Miranda harrumphed.

“A cricket doesn't have wings.”

Miranda moved closer to the brown shiny prey clamped in the cat's jaws. “It certainly is a major cricket—it ought to have wings. Why, I believe this cricket is as big as a praying mantis.” She cupped her chin in her hand, giving her a wise appearance.

Harry strolled over to inspect just as Mrs. Murphy dispatched the insect with a swift bite through the innards, then laid the remains on the counter.

The dog asked, “You're not going to eat that cricket, are you?”

“No, they taste awful.”

“I'll eat it,” Pewter volunteered. “Well, someone has to keep up appearances! After all, we are predators.”

“Pewter, that's disgusting.” Harry grimaced as the rotund animal gobbled down the cricket.

“Maybe they're like nachos.” Miranda Hogendobber heard the loud crunch.

“I'll never eat a nacho again.” Harry glared at her coworker and friend.

“It's the crunchiness. I bet you any money,” Miranda teased.

“It is.” Pewter licked her lips in answer to the older woman. She was glad cats didn't wear lipstick like Mrs. Hogendobber. Imagine getting lipstick on a cricket or mouse. Spoil the taste.

“Hey, girls.” The Reverend Herbert Jones strolled through the front door. He called all women girls, and they had long since given up hope of sensitizing him. Ninety-two-year-old Catherine I. Earnhart was called a girl. She rather liked it.

“Hey, Rev.” Harry smiled at him. “You're late today.”

He fished in his pocket for his key and inserted it in his brass mailbox, pulling out a fistful of mail, most of it useless advertisements.

“If I'm late, it's because I lent my car to Roscoe Fletcher. He was supposed to bring it back to me by one o'clock, and here it is three. I finally decided to walk.”

“His car break down?” Miranda opened the backdoor for a little breeze and sunshine.

“That new car of his is the biggest lemon.”

Harry glanced up from counting out second-day air packets to see Roscoe pulling into the post office parking lot out front. “Speak of the devil.”

Herb turned around. “Is that my car?”

“Looks different with the mud washed off, doesn't it?” Harry laughed.

“Oh, I know I should clean it up, and I ought to fix my truck, too, but I don't have the time. Not enough hours in the day.”

“Amen,” Miranda said.

“Why, Miranda, how nice of you to join the service.” His eyes twinkled.

“Herb, I'm sorry,” Roscoe said before he closed the door behind him. “Mim Sanburne stopped me in the hall, and I thought I'd never get away. You know how the Queen of Crozet talks.”

“Indeed,” they said.

“Why do they call Mim the Queen of Crozet?” Mrs. Murphy licked her front paw. “Queen of the Universe is more like it.”

“No, just the Solar System,” Tucker barked.

“Doesn't have the same ring to it,” Mrs. Murphy replied.

“Humans think they are the center of everything. Bunch of dumb Doras.” Pewter burped.

The unpleasant prospect of cricket parts being regurgitated on the counter made Mrs. Murphy take a step back.

“How do you like your car?” Roscoe pointed to the Subaru station wagon, newly washed and waxed.

“Looks brand-new. Thank you.”

“You were good to lend me wheels. Gary at the dealership will bring my car to the house. If you'll drop me home, I'll be fine.”

“Where's Naomi today?” Miranda inquired about his wife.

“In Staunton. She took the third grade to see the Pioneer Museum.” He chuckled. “Better her than me. Those lower-school kids drive me bananas.”

“That's why she's principal of the lower school, and you're headmaster. We call you ‘the Big Cheese.'” Harry smiled.

“No, it's because I'm a good fund-raiser. Anyone want to cough up some cash?” He laughed, showing broad, straight teeth, darkened by smoking. He reached into his pocket and pulled out a pack of Tootsie Rolls, then offered them around.

“You're not getting blood from this stone. Besides, I graduated from Crozet High.” Harry waved off the candy.

“Me, too, a bit earlier than she did,” Miranda said coyly.

“I graduated in 1945,” Herb said boldly.

“I can't get arrested with you guys, can I? You don't even want my Tootsie Rolls.” Roscoe smiled. He had a jovial face as well as manner. “Tell you what, if you win the lottery, give St. Elizabeth's a little bit. Education is important.”

“For what?” Pewter stared at him. “You-all don't do a damn thing except fuss at each other.”

“Some humans farm,” Tucker responded.

Pewter glared down at the pretty corgi. “So?”

“It's productive,” Mrs. Murphy added.

“It's only productive so they can feed each other. Doesn't have anything to do with us.”

“They can fish,” Tucker said.

“Big deal.”

“It's a big deal when you want your tuna.” Murphy laughed.

“They're a worthless species.”

“Pewter, that cricket made you out of sorts. Gives you gas. You don't see me eating those things,” Mrs. Murphy said.

“You know, my car does look new, really.” Herb again cast his blue eyes over the station wagon.

“Went to the car wash on Twenty-ninth and Greenbrier Drive,” Roscoe told him. “I love that car wash.”

“You love a car wash?” Miranda was incredulous.

“You've got to go there. I'll take you.” He held out his meaty arms in an expansive gesture. “You drive up—Karen Jensen and some of our other kids work there, and they guide your left tire onto the track. The kids work late afternoons and weekends—good kids. Anyway, you have a smorgasbord of choices. I chose what they call ‘the works.' So they beep you in, car in neutral, radio off, and you lurch into the fray. First, a yellow neon light flashes, a wall of water hits you, and then a blue neon light tells you your undercarriage is being cleaned, then there's a white light and a pink light and a green light—why it's almost like a Broadway show. And”—he pointed outside—“there's the result. A hit.”

“Roscoe, if the car wash excites you that much, your life needs a pickup.” Herb laughed good-naturedly.

“You go to the car wash and see for yourself.”

The two men left, Herb slipping into the driver's seat as Harry and Miranda gazed out the window.

“You been to that car wash?”

“No, I feel like I should wear my Sunday pearls and rush right out.” Miranda folded her arms across her ample chest.

“I'm not going through any car wash. I hate it,” Tucker grumbled.

“You hear thunder and you hide under the bed.”

The dog snapped at Murphy, “I do not, that's a fib.”

“Slobber, too.” Since Murphy was on the counter, she could be as hateful as she pleased; the dog couldn't reach her.

“You peed in the truck,” Tucker fired back.

Mrs. Murphy's pupils widened. “I was sick.”

“Were not.”

“Was, too.”

“You were on your way to the vet and you were scared!”

“I was on my way to the vet because I was sick.” The tiger vehemently defended herself.

“Going for your annual shots,” Tucker sang in three-quarter time.

“Liar.”

“Chicken.”

“That was two years ago.”

“Truck smelled for months.” Tucker rubbed it in.

Mrs. Murphy, using her hind foot, with one savage kick pushed a stack of mail on the dog's head. “Creep.”

“Hey!” Harry hollered. “Settle down.”

“Vamoose!” Mrs. Murphy shot off the counter, soaring over the corgi, who was mired in a mudslide of mail, as she zoomed out the opened backdoor.

Tucker hurried after her, shedding envelopes as she ran.

Pewter relaxed on the counter, declining to run.

Harry walked to the backdoor to watch her pets chase one another through Miranda's yard, narrowly missing her mums, a riot of color. “I wish I could play like that just once.”

“They are beguiling.” Miranda watched, too, then noticed the sparkling light. “The equinox, it's such a special time, you know. Light and darkness are in perfect balance.”

What she didn't say was that after today, darkness would slowly win out.
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On her back, legs in the air, Mrs. Murphy displayed her slender beige tummy, the stripes muted, unlike the tiger stripes on her back, which were shiny jet-black. She heard the Audi Quattro a quarter of a mile down the driveway, long before Harry realized anyone had turned onto the farm drive.

Tucker, usually on guard, had trotted over to the creek that divided Harry's farm from Blair Bainbridge's farm on the southern boundary. A groundhog lived near the huge hickory there. Tucker, being a herding animal, possessed no burning desire to kill. Still, she enjoyed watching quarry, occasionally engaging a wild animal in conversation. She was too far away to sound a warning about the car.

Not that she needed to, for the visitor was Susan Tucker, Harry's best friend since toddler days. As Susan had traded in her old Volvo for an Audi Quattro, the tire sound was different and Tucker wasn't used to it yet. Mrs. Murphy possessed a better memory for such sounds than Tucker.

Pewter, flopped under the kitchen table, could not have cared less about the visitor. She was dreaming of a giant marlin garnished with mackerel. What made the dream especially sweet was that she didn't have to share the fish with anyone else.

Harry, on an organizing jag, was dumping the contents of her bureau drawers onto her bed.

Mrs. Murphy opened one eye. She heard the slam of the car door. A second slam lifted her head. Usually Susan cruised out to Harry's alone. Escaping her offspring saved her mental health. The back screen door opened. Susan walked in, her beautiful fifteen-year-old daughter, Brooks, following behind. No escape today.

“Toodle-oo,” Susan called out.

Pewter, irritated at being awakened, snarled, “I have never heard anything so insipid in my life.”

Mrs. Murphy rested her head back down on her paw. “Crab.”

“Well, that's just it, Murphy, I was having the best dream of my life and now—vanished.” Pewter mourned the loss.

“Hi, Murphy.” Susan scratched behind the cat's delicate ears.

“Oh, look, Pewts is underneath the kitchen table.” Brooks, who loved cats, bent down to pet Pewter. Her auburn hair fell in a curtain across her face.

“What I endure,” the gray cat complained; however, she made no effort to leave, so the complaint was pro forma.

“I'm organizing,” Harry called from the bedroom.

“God help us all.” Susan laughed as she walked into the chaos. “Harry, you'll be up all night.”

“I couldn't stand it anymore. It takes me five minutes to find a pair of socks that match and”—she pointed to a few pathetic silken remnants—“my underwear is shot.”

“You haven't bought new lingerie since your mother died.”

Harry plopped on the bed. “As long as Mom bought the stuff, I didn't have to—anyway, I can't stand traipsing into Victoria's Secret. There's something faintly pornographic about it.”

“Oh, bull, you just can't stand seeing bra sizes bigger than your own.”

“I'm not so bad.”

Susan smiled. “I didn't say you were, I only hinted that you are a touch competitive.”

“I am not. I most certainly am not. If I were competitive, I'd be applying my art history degree somewhere instead of being the postmistress of Crozet.”

“I seem to remember one vicious field hockey game our senior year.”

“That doesn't count.”

“You didn't like BoomBoom Craycroft even then,” Susan recalled.

“Speaking of jugs . . . I hear she seduced my ex-husband wearing a large selection of lingerie.”

“Who told you that?”

“She did, the idiot.”

Susan sat down on the opposite side of the bed because she was laughing too hard to stand up.

“She did! Can you believe it? Told me all about the black lace teddy she wore when he came out to the farm on a call,” Harry added.

Pharamond Haristeen, “Fair,” happened to be one of the best equine vets in the state.

“Mom, Pewter's hungry,” Brooks called from the kitchen.

Tucker, having raced back, pushed open the screen door and hurried over to Susan only to sit on her foot. As it was Susan who bred her and gave her to Harry, she felt quite close to the auburn-haired woman.

“Pewter's always hungry, Brooks; don't fall for her starving kitty routine.”

“Shut up,” Pewter called back, then purred and rubbed against Brooks's leg.

“Mom, she's really hungry.”

“Con artist.” Walking back to the kitchen, Harry sternly addressed the cat, who was frantically purring. “If they gave Academy Awards to cats, you would surely win ‘best actress.'”

“I am so-o-o-o hungry,” the cat warbled.

“If I could use the electric can opener, I'd feed you just to shut you up.” Mrs. Murphy sat up and swept her whiskers forward, then back.

Harry, arriving at the same conclusion, grabbed a can of Mariner's Delight. “What's up?”

“We're having a family crisis.” Brooks giggled.

“No, we're not.”

“Mom.” Brooks contradicted her mother by the tone of her voice.

“I'm all ears.” Harry ladled out the fishy-smelling food. Pewter, blissfully happy, stuck her face in it. Mrs. Murphy approached her food with more finesse. She liked to pat the edge of her dish with her paw, sniff, then take a morsel in her teeth, carefully chewing it. She believed this was an aid to digestion, also keeping her weight down. Pewter gobbled everything. Calorie Kitty.

“I hate my teachers this year, especially Home Room.” Brooks dropped onto a brightly painted kitchen chair.

“Miss Tucker, you were not invited to sit down.” Susan put her hands on her hips.

“Mom, it's Harry. I mean, it's not like I'm at Big Mim's or anything.” She referred to Mim Sanburne, a fierce enforcer of etiquette.

“Practice makes perfect.”

“Please have a seat.” Harry invited her to the seat she already occupied.

“Thank you,” Brooks replied.

“Just see that you don't forget your manners.”

“Fat chance.” Brooks laughed at her mother.

They strongly resembled each other, and despite their spats, a deep love existed between mother and daughter.

Danny, Susan's older child, was also the recipient of oceans of maternal affection.

Brooks abruptly got up and dashed outside.

“Where are you going?”

“Back in a flash.”

Susan sat down. “I ask myself daily, sometimes hourly, whatever made me think I could be a mother.”

“Oh, Susan.” Harry waved her hand. “Stop trolling for compliments.”

“I'm not.”

“You know you're a good mother.”

Brooks reappeared, Saturday newspaper in hand, and placed it on the table. “Sorry.”

“Oh, thanks. I didn't get out to the mailbox this morning.” She took the rubber band off the folded newspaper. The small white envelope underneath the rubber band contained the monthly bill. “I don't know why I pay for this damned paper. Half the time it isn't delivered.”

“Well, they delivered it today.”

“Hallelujah. Well—?” Harry shrugged. “What's the family crisis?”

“We're not having a family crisis,” Susan replied calmly. “Brooks doesn't like her teachers, so we're discussing—”

“I hate my teachers, and Mom is getting bent out of shape. Because she graduated from Crozet High, she wants me to graduate from Crozet High. Danny graduates this year. That ought to be enough. Batting five hundred, Mom,” Brooks interrupted.

Harry's eyes widened. “You can't drop out, Brooks.”

“I don't want to drop out. I want to go back to St. Elizabeth's.”

“That damned snob school costs an arm and a leg.” Susan looked up at Pewter, who was eating very loudly. “That cat sounds like an old man smacking his gums.”

Pewter, insulted, whirled around to face Susan, but she only proved the statement as little food bits dangled from her whiskers.

Susan smiled. “Like an old man who can't clean his mustache.”

“Ha!” Mrs. Murphy laughed loudly.

“She really does look like that,” Tucker agreed as she sat on the floor under the counter where Pewter chowed down. In case the cat dropped any food, Tucker would vacuum it up.

“Hey, I've got some cookies,” Harry said.

“Thank you, no. We ate a big breakfast.”

“What about coffee, tea?”

“No.” Susan smiled.

“You don't think you can get along with your teachers or overlook them?” Harry switched back to the subject at hand.

“I hate Mrs. Berryhill.”

“She's not so bad.” Harry defended a middle-aged lady widowed a few years back.

“Gives me heaves.” Brooks pretended to gag.

“If it's that bad, you aren't going to learn anything.”

“See, Mom, see—I told you.”

“I think it's important not to bail out before you've given it a month or two.”

“By that time I'll have failed French!” She knew her mother especially wanted her to learn French.

“Don't be so dramatic.”

“Go on, be dramatic.” Harry poked at Susan's arm while encouraging Brooks.

“We need a little drama around here.” Tucker agreed with Harry.

“I won't learn a thing. I'll be learning-deprived. I'll shrink into oblivion—”

Harry interrupted, “Say, that's good, Brooks. You must be reading good novels or studying vocabulary boosters.”

Brooks smiled shyly, then continued. “I will be disadvantaged for life, and then I'll never get into Smith.”

“That's a low blow,” said Susan, who had graduated from Smith with Harry.

“Then you'll marry a gas station attendant and—”

“Harry, don't egg her on. She doesn't have to pay the bills.”

“What does Ned say?” Harry inquired of Susan's husband, a lawyer and a likable man.

“He's worried about the money, too, but he's determined that she get a good foundation.”

“St. Elizabeth's is a fine school even if I do think they're a bunch of snobs,” Harry said forthrightly. “Roscoe Fletcher is doing a good job. At least everyone says he is. I can't say that I know a lot about education, but remember last year's graduating class put two kids in Yale, one in Princeton, one in Harvard.” She paused. “I think everyone got into great schools. Can't argue with that.”

“If I'm going to spend that much money, then I should send her to St. Catherine's in Richmond,” Susan replied to Harry.

“Mom, I don't want to go away from home. I just want to get out of Crozet High. I'll be away soon enough when I go to college. Smith, Mom, Smith,” she reminded her mother.

“Well—” Susan considered this.

“Call Roscoe Fletcher,” Harry suggested. “Brooks has only been in school for two weeks. See if he'll let her transfer now or if she'll have to wait for the second semester.”

Susan stood up to make herself a cup of tea.

“I asked you if you wanted tea,” Harry said.

“I changed my mind. You want some?”

“Yeah, sure.” Harry sat back down.

“I already called Roscoe. That officious bombshell of a secretary of his, April Shively, took forever to put me through. It's a contradiction in terms, bombshell and secretary.” She thought a moment, then continued. “Of course, he said wondrous things about St. Elizabeth's, which one would expect. What headmaster won't take your money?”

“He has raised a lot of money, at least, that's what Mim says.” Harry paused, “Mim graduated from Madeira, you know. You'd think she would have gone to St. Elizabeth's. Little Mim didn't graduate from St. Elizabeth's either.”

“Mim is a law unto herself,” Susan replied.

“Miranda will know why Big Mim didn't go there.”

“If she chooses to tell. What a secret keeper that one is.” Susan loved Miranda Hogendobber, being fully acquainted with her quirks. Miranda's secrets usually involved age or the petty politics of her various civic and church organizations.

“The big question: Can Brooks get in?”

“Of course she can get in,” Susan replied in a loud voice. “She's carrying a three point eight average. And her record was great when she was there before, in the lower school.”

“What about Danny? Will he be jealous?”

“No,” Brooks answered. “I asked him.”

Harry took her cup of tea as Susan sat back down.

“I just bought that Audi Quattro,” Susan moaned. “How can I pay for all of this?”

“I can work after school,” Brooks volunteered.

“I want those grades to stay up, up, up. By the time you get into college, you might have to win a scholarship. Two kids in college at the same time—when I got pregnant, why didn't I space them four years apart instead of two?” She wailed in mock horror.

“Because this way they're friends, and this way Danny can drive Brooks everywhere.”

“And that's another thing.” Susan smacked her hand on the table. “They'll be going to different after-school activities. He won't be driving her anywhere.”

“Mom, half my friends go to St. Elizabeth's. I'll cop rides.”

“Brooks, I am not enamored of the St. Elizabeth's crowd. They're too—superficial, and I hear there's a lot of drugs at the school.”

“Get real. There's a lot of drugs at Crozet High. If I wanted to take drugs, I could get them no matter where I went to school.” She frowned.

“That's hell of a note,” Harry exclaimed.

“It's true, I'm afraid.” Susan sighed. “Harry, the world looks very different when you have children.”

“I can see that,” Harry agreed. “Brooks, just who are your friends at St. Elizabeth's?”

“Karen Jensen. There's other kids I know, but Karen's my best friend there.”

“She seems like a nice kid,” Harry said.

“She is. Though she's also older than Brooks.” Susan was frustrated. “But the rest of them are balls-to-the-wall consumers. I'm telling you, Harry, the values there are so superficial and—”

Harry interrupted her. “But Brooks is not superficial, and St. E isn't going to make her that way. It didn't before and it won't this time. She's her own person, Susan.”

Susan dipped a teaspoon in her tea, slowly stirring in clover honey. She hated refined sugar. “Darling, go visit Harry's horses. I need a private word with my best bud.”

“Sure, Mom.” Brooks reluctantly left the kitchen, Tucker at her heels.

Putting the teaspoon on the saucer, Susan leaned forward. “It's so competitive at that school, some kids can't make it. Remember last year when Courtney Frere broke down?”

Trying to recall the incident, Harry dredged up vague details. “Bad college-board scores—was that it?”

“She was so afraid she'd disappoint her parents and not get into a good school that she took an overdose of sleeping pills.”

“Now I remember.” Harry pressed her lips together. “That can happen anywhere. She's a high-strung girl. She got into, uh, Tulane, wasn't it?”

“Yes.” Susan nodded her head. “But it isn't just competitive between the students, it's competitive between the faculty and the administration. Sandy Brashiers is still fuming that he wasn't made upper-school principal.”

“Politics exists in every profession. Even mine,” Harry calmly stated. “You worry too much, Susan.”

“You don't know what it's like being a mother!” Susan flared up.

“Then why ask my opinion?” Harry shot back.

“Because—” Susan snapped her teaspoon on the table.

“Hey!” Tucker barked.

“Hush, Tucker,” Harry told her.

“What's the worst that can happen?” Harry grabbed the spoon out of Susan's hand. “If she hates it, you take her out of there. If she falls in with the wrong crowd, yank her out.”

“This little detour could destroy her grade-point average.”

“Well, she'll either go to a lesser college than our alma mater or she can go to a junior college for a year or two to pull her grades back up. Susan, it isn't the end of the world if Brooks doesn't do as well as you wish—but it's a hard lesson.”

“I don't think Mrs. Berryhill is that bad.”

“We aren't fifteen. Berryhill's not exactly a barrel of laughs even for us.”

Susan breathed deeply. “The contacts she makes at St. Elizabeth's could prove valuable later, I suppose.”

“She's a good girl. She'll bloom where planted.”

“You're right.” Susan exhaled, then reached over for the folded paper. “Speaking of the paper, let's see what fresh hell the world is in today.”

She unfolded the first section of the paper, the sound of which inflamed Mrs. Murphy, who jumped over from the counter to sit on the sports section, the living section, and the classifieds.

“Murphy, move a minute.” Harry tried to pull the living section out from under the cat.

“I enjoy sitting on the newspaper. Best of all, I love the tissue paper in present boxes, but this will do.”

Harry gently lifted up Mrs. Murphy's rear end and pulled out a section of paper as the tail swished displeasure. “Thank you.”

“I beg your pardon,” Mrs. Murphy grumbled as Harry let her rear end down.

“Another fight in Congress over the federal budget,” Susan read out loud.

“What a rook.” Harry shrugged. “Nobody's going to do anything anyway.”

“Isn't that the truth? What's in your section?”

“Car wreck on Twenty-ninth and Hydralic. Officer Crystal Limerick was on the scene.”

“Anything in there about Coop?” She mentioned their mutual friend who was now a deputy for the Albemarle County Sheriff's Department.

“No.” Harry flipped pages, disappointed that she didn't find what she was looking for.

“You've got the obit section, let's see who went to their reward.”

“You're getting as bad as Mom.”

“Your mother was a wonderful woman, and it's one's civic duty to read the obituary column. After all, we must be ready to assist in case—”

She didn't finish her sentence because Harry flipped open the section of the paper to the obituary page suddenly shouting, “Holy shit!”
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