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“A unique series.”—Seattle Post-Intelligencer

 

Nominated for both an Agatha and an Anthony Award,  Susan Wittig Albert’s novels featuring lawyer-turned-herbalist China Bayles have won acclaim for their rich characterizations and witty, suspenseful stories of crime and passion in small-town Texas.

 

In search of respite, China takes off to St. Theresa’s Monastery with her friend Maggie, a former nun. The goal is a brief, tranquil retreat—but there’s a conflict at the convent. The mother superior has recently died, and a battle over the future of St. Theresa’s suggests that her sudden demise might not have been accidental. Now, China’s quest for a replenished spirit takes second place to a more earthbound pursuit: catching a killer ...

 

 

“Intelligent ... quiet humor ... and soul to spare ... A page-turner.”—Publishers Weekly

 

“A well-plotted mystery with strong characters and a wonderfully realized setting.”—Booklist
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—The Raleigh News & Observer

 

“Albert artfully [brings] the down-home town of Pecan Springs alive.”—The Dallas Morning News
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AUTHOR’S NOTE

The fictional landscape of Rueful Death closely resembles that of the Texas Hill Country, and some of its characters eat, drink, and carry on like the people who live there. However, the town and county of Carr are wholly imaginary, St. Theresa’s is a monastery of the mind, and the Sisters of the Holy Heart are a fictional creation. Don’t let the bits of real life that the author slips in from time to time fool you into thinking that the characters, settings, and events of this book are anything but figments of an insubordinate imagination.




Here in this place 
I’ll set a bank of rue, sour herb of grace; 
Rue, even for ruth, shall shortly here be seen ...

Shakespeare, Richard III




CHAPTER ONE

When Satan stepped out of Paradise after the Fall, it is rumored that garlic sprang up from the spot where he planted his foot.

Muslim saying

 

 

 

 

Afterward, when I thought about what happened at St. Theresa’s, I felt embarrassed and a bit rueful. If I’d been a police officer and drawn those wrong conclusions, my sergeant would have bawled me out for my errors in judgment. If I’d been a private investigator, I might have been fired. But I’m neither, thank God. I’m just an ordinary person who was asked to do something a little unusual, and I made a mistake here and there.

But everybody makes mistakes. And every so often, our mistakes are criminal. If we get caught, we have to pay the prescribed penalty—when the system works right, which it doesn’t, most of the time. But even when justice fails, there’s the universe to be reckoned with, or God, or whatever you call it. One way or another, you pay for what you do. And sometimes, what you think was a mistake, or even a crime, turns out to be something else altogether.

It’s all very mysterious.

But I wasn’t thinking about any of that when I was getting ready to leave that first Saturday in January. I was. listening to McQuaid, who didn’t want me to go away. Or, more precisely, he didn’t want me to go away without him.

“If what you want is a vacation,” he said, “how about Cozumel? We can rent a condo and a dune buggy, go fishing, scuba diving, dancing. We can take the ferry across to the Yucatan and see the ruins at Tulum.” He spoke alluringly, his slate blue eyes warm. “Let’s do it, China. It’ll be a belated Christmas present for both of us. We don’t get to spend enough time together anymore.”

My name is China Bayles, and Mike McQuaid is the guy I live with. This discussion was occurring in our bedroom. I was packing for my trip and McQuaid was still trying to talk me out of it.

I stuck a second pair of jeans into my suitcase and counted my rolled-up socks. Seven pairs, all I could find. I would be gone fourteen days, which meant that I’d have to wear dirty socks or do some laundry. I dropped to my knees and fished a pair of sneakers out from under the bed. The toes were scuffed and the laces frayed, but where I was headed, poverty was a virtue. I stuck the shoes in the suitcase, moved Khat (my seventeen-pound Siamese) to the pillow, and sat down on the bed next to McQuaid.

“Look,” I said wearily. “I don’t want to go fishing or diving or bounce around in a dune buggy. I want to rest.” I didn’t want to tell him the whole reason I was going away without him. I settled for half. “Christmas was a killer.”

“You mean you’ve finally OD’d on Christmas?” McQuaid was gently teasing. “I thought you loved the holidays—all those herbal wreaths and candles and stuff. You certainly looked like you loved it, and you had lots of business. Thyme and Seasons is a great success.”

“I’m supposed to look like I love it,” I said, scratching Khat’s back. “If I looked like Scrooge, my customers would go someplace else.” Thyme and Seasons is my herb shop. Lately, I’ve been spending most of my waking hours there. Maybe that’s the trouble. I sighed. “To be honest, a person can only stand to make so many bushels of potpourri in one lifetime. I’m beginning to wonder if I’m cut out to be a successful herb shop owner.”

McQuaid was startled. “Seriously?”

“Seriously.”

He narrowed his eyes. “How seriously?”

“Enough to think twice about Wanda Rathbottom’s offer to buy me out.”

“I thought you didn’t like Wanda.”

“I don’t. But I might be persuaded to like her money—if there’s enough of it.” Wanda owns the nursery outside of town. She’s coveted Thyme and Seasons from the day I opened. Tired as I was right now, I’d almost have given it to her.

Six years ago, I left my busy Houston criminal-law practice and moved to Pecan Springs, Texas. I wanted to have more time for myself, for friends, for doing things I enjoyed. Until the past six months, I’d been pretty successful in balancing my work and my life. But lately, I’d been at the shop from eight in the morning to six or seven in the evening. After business hours and on weekends, there was the newsletter and the bookkeeping and the ordering and the tax forms, not to mention the time I’d spent developing a plan to open a tea shop at the back of the store. I hadn’t been in the garden for weeks, and I certainly wasn’t doing what I started out to do. Enjoy myself. Have a life.

“It’s probably just burnout,” McQuaid said sympathetically. “You need to get away.”

Just burnout? “Isn’t that what I’ve been telling you?” I asked.

“Look, China,” McQuaid said patiently, “nobody made you work fourteen hours a day for the entire Christmas season. You could have taken off whenever you felt like it.” McQuaid teaches in the criminal justice department of the local university. On a long day, he’s in the classroom for maybe three hours. He’s on sabbatical leave this semester, which means he’ll put in mornings on his research project and call it a day. From where I sit, calling it a day at eleven sounds pretty darn good.

“When you’re in business for yourself,” I said tackily, “you don’t get a sabbatical.”

He shrugged. “You could have given Laurel more hours.  Or made a deal with Ruby.” Laurel Wiley helps out in the shop. Ruby Wilcox runs the Crystal Cave, next door. We take turns minding each other’s shops. “And what’s going to happen when you open the tearoom? You’ll be even busier than you are now.”

“Laurel was away for the holidays,” I said defensively, “and Ruby had her hands full at the Cave. Anyway, it wasn’t just the shop, it was the season. I had the house to decorate and the presents to wrap and the cooking. I don’t think our Christmas guests would have appreciated it if we’d sent out for tacos.”

“Nobody made you cook all that stuff, either,” McQuaid went on, in the even, logical tone that he uses when he’s lecturing his classes. “Mom and Dad would have been perfectly content with sage stuffing—we didn’t need oyster and corn bread stuffing, too. We’ve got enough fruitcake to last until next Christmas. And how many hours did you spend on the gingerbread house? And the tree decorations? You must have put in two days on those angels.”

I wanted to slug McQuaid for not appreciating my efforts to make Christmas special, but I had to agree with him. This was the first holiday he and Brian and I had lived together, and I’d wanted to give us something to remember. The best Christmas of our lives. What I’d given myself was one huge Christmas hangover.

“You’re absolutely right,” I said. “I’ve been doing too much. I need to slow down. I need to think. I need some time alone.”

McQuaid and I had lived together for six months, and I have to admit that it’s been pretty good—better than I expected, actually. He’s a patient man, and fair, a former cop who plays by the rules even when he doesn’t particularly like them. For the most part, he’s respected my need for independence, and he’s been willing to let our relationship develop without asking for more commitment than I can give. And on my side, I’ve been learning to care for—love  is a word I’m still not sure about—McQuaid and Brian.

But living together creates its own pressures, and lately, I’d begun to feel that somebody else was organizing my life. The house that seemed big enough for a circus when we leased it last May now felt like a crowded elevator stuck between floors. When I came home at night, someone was always there, expecting me to act more or less sociable. There were also wet towels to pick up, dirty socks to wash, the cooking and the shopping and the errands to do. McQuaid and I shared these chores, of course, but I was expected to make my contribution.

There were other expectations, too, some of them uncomfortable. McQuaid’s parents were obviously hoping we’d make it legal before long, my mother let me know at least once a week that she was eager to arrange a wedding, and our friends acted as if we were already married. On top of all this, the shop was like a runaway horse, taking me someplace I wasn’t sure I wanted to go. My life wasn’t my own anymore. I needed a break.

Business is slow the first week of January, and half of Pecan Springs closes down for a midwinter vacation. Ruby and I usually take a week to catch up on our bookkeeping and do our spring ordering, and Ruby often goes away for a few extra days. Nobody would be surprised if Thyme and Seasons was closed too.

McQuaid was frowning. “If it’s space you’re after,” he said, “you won’t get it where you’re going. Won’t you and Maggie be staying in the same cottage? And isn’t Ruby going too?”

“Ruby’s driving us, but she’s going on to Albuquerque to see some friends. She’s only staying overnight. And Maggie and I will each have our own cottage.”

Maggie is Maggie Garrett, who runs the Magnolia Kitchen, the restaurant across the street from my shop. A few weeks before, seeing how frazzled I had become, Maggie had suggested that a winter retreat might give me a different slant on things, and arranged for the two of us to stay for two weeks at a place she knew, where we could  relax and be quiet. It sounded heavenly. Fourteen days with nothing to do but breathe the fresh scent of Texas red cedar, watch the morning mist rise off the Yucca River, and see the white-tailed deer picking their way across the meadow at sunset. Ah, paradise.

The bedroom door opened and Brian came in, trailed by Howard Cosell, McQuaid’s overweight basset hound. Brian’s tee shirt was flapping around his knees like a ragged kilt, his untied Reeboks were the size of ski boots, and he was wearing a large green iguana on his shoulder. The iguana is named Einstein. He lives in Brian’s closet, along with a tarantula called Ivan the Hairible (I am not making this up) and a varying assortment of lizards, snakes, and frogs.

“Some woman named Maggie is here,” Brian said. “She wants to know if you’re ready.” Howard Cosell gave a mournful cough and flopped full-length in the middle of the doorway.

Khat growled deep in his throat, tensed, and leapt from the bed to the dresser, where he sat, staring malevolently at the dog. Howard Cosell bared his teeth. I glanced with distaste from one to the other. Was I ready, or was I ready?  “Tell her I’m on my way,” I said. I glanced in the mirror, picked up a brush, and ran it through my short brown hair. The gray streak at the left temple is getting wider and Ruby tells me I should color it, but I don’t want to be bothered. “All I have to do is find a couple good books,” I added, stowing my camera and a flashlight in my bag. “There’ll be plenty of time to read.”

Read? When was the last time I’d read anything but The Business of Herbs? How long was it since I’d given myself a manicure or soaked my weary self in a leisurely bath? Most mornings, I was lucky to duck under the shower for three minutes, and my nails would make an armadillo blush.

“I wouldn’t be surprised to see you back in a day or two,” McQuaid remarked astutely. “You weren’t cut out  to be a nun. Poverty might be tolerable. You might even manage celibacy. Lord knows, though, you’re anything but obedient.”

Brian turned, startled. “You’re going to be a nun? I thought you were taking a vacation.”

“I am going on retreat,” I said with dignity. “To St. Theresa’s monastery. For two weeks.” I didn’t look at McQuaid. “Fourteen entire days. Not an hour less.”

“A monastery?” Brian blinked. “You mean, where they like pray all the time and stuff?”

“I doubt that they do it all the time,” I said. I went to the bookshelf. “But I expect they do pray a good bit. That’s what they’re there for.”

“Will they make you pray?”

“They won’t make me,” I said. “But maybe I’ll want to. Maybe I’ll start by saying thanks.” Thanks for no customers, no Howard Cosell, no Einstein, no twelve-year-old kid, nobody with expectations. Thanks for peace and harmony and an ordered, spacious quiet among women who cherish the inner life.

St. Theresa’s monastery—which is known among herb people for its great garlic—is only a couple of hours’ drive to the west of Pecan Springs, in the beautiful, rugged Yucca River country near Carr, Texas. I would have my own private cottage, eat somebody else’s cooking, and walk in a garden that I didn’t have to weed. I’m not especially religious, but I was looking forward to a spiritually uplifting experience. The only hitch, apparently, was getting approval for my retreat from the abbess, Mother Winifred. But that wasn’t likely to be a problem, Maggie assured me. And Maggie—formerly Sister Margaret Mary—should know. She’d been in charge of St. Theresa’s kitchen until just a few years ago, when she’d left to open the restaurant.

Now that I think about it, maybe I should have been suspicious of the way everything all came together, as if it had been preordained. At the time, I was just relieved that there weren’t any hassles about rates or dates or vacancies.  Maggie phoned in our request for two cottages for the first two weeks in January, plus a third cottage for Ruby for one night, and the next day Mother Winifred called me to say that she would be delighted to have us come for a visit. Maggie had obviously told her about my interest in herbs, because Mother Winifred added that she hoped I would enjoy seeing the monastery’s garlic farm. She didn’t sound like the kind of person who would twist my arm about prayer. She did say she’d like me to help her solve a problem, though.

“A minor mystery,” she said lightly. From her voice, I guessed that she was an older woman, in her sixties, maybe. “I hope you can share some of your expertise.”

My herbal expertise, I figured she meant. Was there a problem with the garlic? If so, there are plenty of people who know a lot more about it than I do. The few garlic varieties I grow hardly qualify me to be a consultant. “If it’s the garlic you need help with, Mother,” I said, “I don’t think I’m the best person. You might get in touch with—”

She cut me off firmly. “I won’t bother you with the details now. I hear the voice of God in this, my child. Your cottage will be ready for you.”

Brian shifted Einstein from one shoulder to the other. “I guess prayer is like having a direct line to God,” he said. “He probably hears nuns better than ordinary people. Because they’re so holy, I mean. And they get a lot of practice praying.”

“That’s the theory, I suppose.”

“I guess I won’t ever be holy enough to ask God for a favor,” Brian said regretfully. “Do you suppose you could ask the nuns to put in a good word for the Cowboys? If they hurry, it’s not too late to do something about tomorrow’s game. Tell them it’s, like, well, crucial.”

“I’ll inquire,” I said, and dropped several mysteries and a romance into my bag. No herb books this trip. I would feed my fantasies while I relaxed.

McQuaid picked up my suitcase. “Want me to carry this?”

“Thanks,” I said. “I just need to get a jacket.”

Brian was still looking at me, his brow furrowed. “You  will be back, won’t you, China?”

I nodded as I took a denim jacket out of the closet and pulled it on over the tee shirt Ruby had given me for Christmas. On the front was the declaration I Am a Woman, printed in big, bold letters. Beneath, smaller but still firm, was the statement I am invincible. Beneath that was a small, shaky scrawl: I am tired. It was entirely appropriate, I thought.

Brian’s question came again, anxious. “You’re sure  you’re coming back?”

“I’m sure.” I knelt and gave him a hug. I could understand his anxiety. After all, his real mother—who, just last summer, had threatened to jump out of a hotel room window right in front of him—had moved away. He hadn’t heard from her for months. For all he knew, I was about to do the same thing. I was touched. I might feel burdened by the responsibility of being a stand-in mom to a twelve-year-old boy, but it felt nice to be wanted.

“Of course she’ll be back,” McQuaid said complacently. “Where else would she go?”

I started to protest at the idea of being taken for granted, but Brian cut in.

“Boy, am I glad,” he said, relieved. “I need a costume for the Valentine’s Day play. I found out about it before Christmas, but I forgot to mention it. I’m going to be the King of Hearts.” He looked at me. “Mrs. Howard’s got this pattern you’re supposed to sew it by, China. I’m supposed to have a crown too. Gold, with emeralds and rubies. She’s got a picture you can look at so you’ll get it right.”

A costume for the King of Hearts. A gold crown with emeralds and rubies.

Maybe I wouldn’t come back.




CHAPTER TWO

The best place to find God is in a garden. You can dig for Him there.

George Bernard Shaw

 

 

 

 

“You look like you’re glad to get away,” Maggie said.

We were headed into Pecan Springs, several miles away, to leave Maggie’s van behind the restaurant and meet Ruby, who would drive us to St. Theresa’s. The sky was a chilly gray and drops of rain were splattering on the windshield. In central Texas, winter is never what you expect, and usually not what you want. Before Christmas, when I’d been stuck in the shop, the sky was clear, the sun was bright, and the temperature was a balmy seventy. Now that I was free, the next two weeks would be cold and blustery. But what did it matter? I had books to read, a place to stay warm, and time to be quiet. A blizzard could blow down from the Panhandle, and I’d still be content.

“Glad? You bet.” I stretched my legs in the roomy front seat. “I’ve got a lot to think about while we’re gone.”

“St. T’s is the place for thinking,” Maggie said. She grinned wryly. “There isn’t much else to do out there but cultivate the inner life.”

Maggie is in her mid-forties and stockily built, with sturdy arms and hands made for work. Her graying hair is razored flat in a no-nonsense boy-cut, and in the two years she’s run the restaurant, I’ve never seen her wear lipstick. Her beauty is in the smile that softens her square face. And in her eyes—blue, intelligent, caring. She’s been out of the  monastery for a while, but she still has the look of a nun. It’s a quiet, inward-turning look, as if she were engrossed in a reality that the rest of us don’t see.

Nuns are a mystery to me. They seem different, other-worldly, untouchable, self-contained. But there’s a deeper mystery about them, a contradiction I’ve never quite understood. They’re independent enough to reject things that women in our culture are supposed to want—a career, a house, a husband, children. But at the same time, they’re dependent on God and the Church and obedient to their superiors, including the male hierarchy that has such power over them. Then there’s commitment. How can somebody commit herself for an entire lifetime, for God’s sake? It’s hard enough for me to commit myself to an eighteen-month lease on a house.

“Yes, St. T’s is very restful, very quiet,” Maggie remarked. She paused. “Or at least it was. Now ...”

I glanced at her. “Now what?”

“It’s complicated,” Maggie said. “There are a lot of uncertainties. A lot of unrest.”

“In a monastery?” I asked, surprised. From the outside, monastic life looked settled and certain, a cocoon of perpetual calm.

Maggie was looking straight ahead. She didn’t answer.

“Tell me about the place,” I said. “I don’t know much except that it’s famous for its garlic.”

There is garlic and there is garlic.

The garlic you buy in the grocery store in spring and early summer (eight or nine months after it was dug out of the ground) has probably already expired. The living, breathing bulb was sprayed with sprout inhibitors and asphyxiated in a tightly wrapped plastic coffin. By the time it arrives in your kitchen, it’s DOA, a victim of the packing and shipping industries. It can be moldy on the outside and empty inside. You’ll probably throw half of it out.

But even if it’s fresh, garlic fanciers say, supermarket garlic still isn’t the most flavorful garlic. Commercially  grown garlic is called “soft-necked” or “nonbolting” garlic. The bulbs are small and tight and white, easy to harvest, easy to store and ship. But if you want sweet, sharp, smooth-tasting garlic, you want rocambole, which is not easy to find.

If rocambole (the word rhymes with soul) tastes so much better, why don’t more producers grow it? The answer lies in the odd growth habit of this plant, which is sometimes called “top-setting” or “serpent” garlic. Cheered on by spring rains and bright sun, rocambole sends up an enthusiastic flower stalk, two or three feet high, coiled like a snake. At the top of this curlicue stalk is a pod of a hundred or so bulbils, each one keen on sprouting into a new garlic plant when the top-heavy flower stalk falls over. This curious arrangement is garlic’s way of ensuring that another generation will be around to carry on the delightful business of being garlic.

Rocambole’s fervent insistence on providing for the future, however, makes it a commercial disaster. The snaky stalks snarl harvesting equipment. The bulbils fall between the rows, where they sprout, come spring. To make matters worse, the cloves are only loosely attached at the root base. They fall apart and bury themselves in the soil, happily intent on growing into adult rocambole. These untidy pro-creative habits result in a whole slew of eager volunteers sprouting greenly between the rows in April and May, where they must be pulled by hand or rousted out by a cultivator. Finally, and perhaps most damning of all, the cloves aren’t paper white (which is the politically correct color if you happen to be garlic). Sometimes they’re brown skinned. Sometimes they’re red. Sometimes they’re purple.

The garlic that is grown by the sisters of St. Theresa’s is a hard-necked, top-setting rocambole with flavorful, colorful cloves that practically pop out of their richly purpled skins. It is arguably the best garlic grown in the state of Texas—or anywhere else, for that matter. In the past few years, St. Theresa’s rocambole has become increasingly  popular among cooks who are fussy about garlic.

I turned toward Maggie. “You’d have to sell quite a bit of garlic to make ends meet. Do the sisters really manage to support themselves growing rocambole?”

“Pretty much,” Maggie said. “But there’s always maintenance and equipment and emergency expenditures. They’ll be glad of the trust fund.”

“What trust fund?”

But the answer to that question would have to wait. Maggie was parking in the lot behind her restaurant, where she planned to leave the van for her employees to use. We got out and carried our bags across the street to the Crystal Cave. I steadfastly averted my eyes from the wreath-decked front door of Thyme and Seasons, which I had recently painted an inviting forest green.

I’d locked the store the night before, and I didn’t need to check to see how things were. I know the place by heart—stone walls, scarred wooden floor, beamed ceiling hung with braids of garlic and ristras—strings of dried red peppers. Wooden shelves that hold glass jars and stone crocks full of dried herbs, as well as vinegars, teas, herbal soaps, potpourri. Baskets of strawflowers, nigella, globe amaranth, celosia, blue salvia, and poppy pods. Wreaths of artemisia and dried sweet Annie. Red clay pots of lavender, thyme, rosemary, scented geraniums.

Thyme and Seasons is the shop I had dreamed of, filled with useful, delightful plants. But the dream had swallowed my life. I thought of Wanda Rathbottom owning the store instead of me—a thought that six months before would have turned my stomach. Today, it almost seemed inviting. Maybe I could sell the shop to Wanda with the provision that I stay on as gardener. That way, I could spend spring in the garden, rather than behind the cash register. Maybe I could—I pushed the thought away. There was time later to think of options. For the next fourteen days, I planned not to think at all.

Before we actually reached the Crystal Cave, the door  opened and Ruby came down the walk, carrying a large suitcase. I did a double take. Ruby is six feet tall, with fiery red hair that she wears in a wild frizz. She was dressed in an ankle-length brown caftan belted with a length of rope. The hood of the caftan was pulled up, hiding her hair.

“I’ve never been to a monastery before,” Ruby said, seeing my inquiring glance. “I didn’t know what to wear.” She looked nervously at my jeans and Maggie’s dark slacks. “Am I okay? Should I change into something more appropriate?”

“What could be more appropriate?” I asked. “You look like you’re auditioning for Sister Act III.”

“I didn’t wear perfume,” Ruby said, as if that explained something. She unlocked the trunk of her red Honda, which was parked at the curb. “Or nail polish. Or my tinted contacts.”

“You must feel practically naked,” Maggie replied with a grin, putting her bag into the trunk.

Ruby nodded, taking her seriously. “I didn’t think nuns were into that sort of thing. I thought I should be just plain Ruby.”

“Whatever you do, you’ll never be just plain Ruby,” I said affectionately, adding my bag. “It’s a contradiction in terms.” Ruby’s suitcase went in last, with difficulty, and we climbed into the little car, Maggie in the back. As we drove off, I said to Maggie over my shoulder, “Now, tell me about that trust fund.”

“Trust fund?” Ruby asked, making a left turn in front of a telephone company truck. “Did somebody inherit something?”

“The monastery inherited some money,” I said, fastening my seat belt. Riding with Ruby can be thrilling. “Maggie was just starting to tell me about it.”

“Actually, it was quite a lot of money,” Maggie said. “But the story goes back a few years, and it’s complicated. Maybe I’d better start at the beginning.”

So while Ruby drove westward under an increasingly  threatening sky, Maggie told us the tale of St. Theresa’s legacy. It began in a Catholic high school in San Antonio, where an English teacher named Sister Hilaria befriended Helen Henderson, a young student teacher. The two maintained their friendship through frequent letters even after Helen married her college sweetheart, Bert Laney, and moved to his two-thousand-acre ranch near Carr, ninety miles northwest of San Antonio. A few years later, he died in an automobile accident, leaving Helen Laney a wealthy, childless widow. The next year, Helen was diagnosed with amyotrophic lateral sclerosis—ALS, or Lou Gehrig’s disease. It would ultimately kill her.

Meanwhile, back in San Antonio, Sister Hilaria’s energetic work had brought her increased visibility within her order, the Sisters of the Holy Heart. She was active in every community project and served on a dozen local and national boards. But over the next few years, Sister Hilaria began to think wistfully about living a quieter, more prayerful life. After consulting God and receiving His approval on the project, she went to her superior and requested permission to establish a contemplative house where sisters might step out of their active lives of service to engage in prayer and reflection.

Sister Hilaria’s superior was not exactly overjoyed at the idea of retiring one of her most outstanding achievers, but she dutifully bumped the request up the chain of command. After a great deal of hemming and hawing, the order’s Reverend Mother General finally said yes—if Hilaria could find an acceptable site for her contemplative community and raise the operating expenses to keep it going. Obviously, Sister Hilaria had gotten permission to do what she wanted because nobody in the order believed she could actually do it. Real estate in Texas was booming, land prices had shot up like Roman candles, and people who had been accustomed to investing in God were looking for better returns from Mammon and Company. In that economic climate,  why should anybody sink a nickel into a new religious community that would never turn a dime?

But Sister Hilaria was praying, and when Sister Hilaria prayed, God listened. She was also writing letters. One of the letters went to her old friend Helen Laney, who invited her to visit the Laney Ranch and look around. By now, Helen was quite ill, she was living alone in a large house, and she had no children to inherit her property when she died—no relatives at all, in fact, except for her husband’s nephew and his wife, the Townsends. The ranch, Helen thought, might satisfy Sister Hilaria’s needs.

When Sister Hilaria arrived at the Laney Ranch, she saw that God had answered her prayers with a resounding “Yes, ma’am.” Remote but accessible, the property was situated along the wild Yucca River a couple of hours south and west of Austin. The rambling stone-and-cedar ranch headquarters could serve as office, chapel, and refectory. The large bunkhouse could easily be converted into a dozen eight- by ten-foot cells, and several small cottages along the river could serve as guest quarters. There were the usual outbuildings—barns, vehicle storage sheds, a repair shop—and plenty of room to build more. With her practical eye, Sister Hilaria observed the tillable acreage along the Yucca River and the river itself, which could be partially diverted for irrigation. While she had enormous faith in the long-term productivity of prayer, she also believed in the short-term rewards of work. If the nuns wanted to eat, they could get their hands dirty.

Following visits from the Reverend Mother General, correspondence with Rome, and enough red tape to stretch from here to the Pearly Gates, the final arrangements were blessed by the order’s lawyers. After the initial fuss, however, nobody paid a lot of attention to the details of the transaction. The Laney land wasn’t oil or coastal property, and it had no real value except to Sister Hilaria and her new community. Helen Laney deeded the ranch house and eight hundred acres to the Sisters of the Holy Heart, and  constructed several necessary facilities—a small chapel, a dormitorylike building with individual cells for sisters, and additional residential cottages. In return, the nuns cared for Mrs. Laney until she died, five years later. In her will, she created a foundation to be managed by Sister Hilaria—now Mother Hilaria. She endowed it to the tune of some seven million dollars.

“Seven million dollars!” Ruby exclaimed.

I gave a long, low whistle. “That’s a lot of garlic. The nuns obviously don’t have to work for a living. Why didn’t they give up their garlic farm long ago?”

“Because in monastic life, work is a kind of prayer,” Maggie said. “You do it for love, not for money.” Her voice thinned. “And because Bert Laney’s nephew—Carl Townsend—challenged the will in court.”

“Did Mrs. Laney leave him anything?” I asked. Relatives who aren’t mentioned in a will often feel neglected. Sometimes they decide to take the matter to court. To forestall such a challenge, most lawyers suggest that you leave a dollar to any relative you’re not fond of.

“She gave the Townsends twelve hundred acres when she split the property. And she left them a hundred thousand dollars in her will.”

“Only a hundred thousand?” Ruby clucked her tongue against her teeth. “Some people are never satisfied.”

Maggie shifted her position, as if talking about the Townsends made her itchy. “The trouble is that they didn’t get access to the river. They apparently expected to get the bulk of the estate, too. They were Bert Laney’s only relatives and the money came from his side of the family in the first place.”

We were miles out of town by now, still heading west. Outside the window, a pale sun flirted with the dark clouds. The gray light gleamed on an arid landscape of scraggly cedar and bare mesquite, the rocky hillsides studded with patches of gray-green prickly pear. The annual rainfall in this area is only twenty inches a year, and surface water is  at a premium. If I were a rancher in Carr County, I’d want access to that river. It didn’t surprise me that the Townsends had challenged Mrs. Laney’s will.

“Has the dispute been settled yet?” I asked. Estate claims are often appealed from one court to another, dragging on for ten or twenty years.

“Last April, finally. The money’s coming in now.” Maggie’s face grew somber. “Unfortunately, Mother Hilaria didn’t live to see it. She died in September. She was ... electrocuted.”

Ruby gave a startled cry.

I shuddered. “How did it happen?”

“She was making coffee on the hot plate in her cottage. She spilled milk on the floor and apparently stepped in it when she switched off the hot plate. Even so, the jolt wouldn’t have been enough to kill her if it hadn’t been for her bad heart.”

“Mother Winifred—the woman I spoke with on the phone—is the new abbess, then,” I said.

“Yes. By the way, she’s the one who’s responsible for the monastery’s herb garden. Not the garlic farm—that’s somebody else. Mother Winifred grows all kinds of herbs. She’s looking forward to showing you the garden.”

“I’m surprised that an abbess has time for gardening,” Ruby remarked. She pulled out to pass a tractor pulling a wagon loaded with baled hay. A dog was perched on top of the bales, surveying the road ahead.

“I’m surprised too,” I said. “Especially an abbess with seven million dollars to manage—plus whatever the legacy has earned since it was invested. The principle must have doubled since then.” Fourteen or fifteen million dollars, maybe more, depending on the savvy of the monastery’s financial advisers.

“I don’t think Mother Winifred has much to do with finances,” Maggie said. “The bank manages the trust. Anyway, she’s only acting. Last spring, you see, there was another complication. A surprise, actually, and not altogether  pleasant.” Her voice darkened. “The Sisters of the Holy Heart has eight or ten communities, scattered around the country. The day after the court decision was announced, the Reverend Mother General closed the community in Houston, St. Agatha’s. Three months later, she sent a bus and some trucks and moved the St. Agatha sisters to St. T’s.”

“Closed the community?” I turned to look at Maggie. “Why?”

Maggie looked out of the window. “It’s the way things are these days, I’m afraid. The Holy Heart Sisters have been losing vocations, like a lot of other orders. When I came to St. T’s ten years ago, there were thirty-five sisters. Now they’re down to twenty. But the situation at St. Agatha’s was worse—down from sixty-something to twenty. The St. Agatha property was valuable because it was close to the airport. So Reverend Mother General sold it and packed the nuns off to St. T’s.”

The sun had given up and let the clouds take over, and the windows were beginning to steam up, a sure sign that the temperature outside was dropping. I pulled my denim jacket tighter around me and wondered whether I should have brought mittens and a scarf. “How do the St. Agatha nuns feel about garlic?”

Maggie’s laugh was wry. “I haven’t visited the monastery since they moved in, but Dominica—one of my friends at St. T’s—tells me that they’re definitely not happy campers. St. Agatha’s was a conference center. The nuns were used to seeing important people and being on the fringes of important decisions.”

“And St. T’s is on the fringe of nowhere,” I said. It must have been quite a comedown, from serving church bigshots in a conference center to digging in a garlic patch. The sisters must be terribly hurt and resentful about having been moved.

Maggie was going on, her tone reflective. “The groups have different spiritual practices, too. When I lived at St.  T’s, Mother Hilaria encouraged us to design our own Rule, write our own liturgy, choose our own dress. St. Agatha’s was the most conservative house in the order. The sisters still wear a modified habit and a veil, and they held Chapter of Faults until they moved to St. T’s.” She shook her head. “This was not a marriage made in heaven.”

Ruby glanced curiously at Maggie in the rearview mirror. “What’s a Chapter of Faults?”

“A meeting where the nuns accuse themselves and one another of their sins. Envy, covetousness, anger—stuff like that.” Maggie looked uncomfortable. “Then they make a penance—a certain number of strokes with a leather whip.”

“A whip?” Ruby’s red eyebrows shot up under her curls.

“Self-flagellation was common practice for centuries,” Maggie said. “But Mother Hilaria wouldn’t have it at St. T’s. She said it was barbaric.”

“My kind of woman,” I remarked.

“She was pretty special,” Maggie said, lifting her chin. “She was fascinated by Buddhism, so she encouraged us to learn meditation and yoga and read the Eastern mystics.”

“Yoga!” Ruby exclaimed. “In a Catholic monastery?”

“Sure,” Maggie said. “A lot of Catholics are interested in Eastern spirituality. Not the St. Agatha nuns, unfortunately. They think it’s pagan nonsense, or worse.” She hesitated. “The two groups are exactly the same size, you see. Mother Winifred can’t get a consensus on anything.”

“She said something on the phone about a ‘minor mystery,’ ” I said reflectively. “I thought she was talking about the garlic, but maybe not. Do you know?”

The rain had begun in earnest, and Ruby turned on both the wipers and the defroster. “A mystery?” She wriggled in her seat. “I love mysteries! When I was a little girl, I wanted to grow up and be Nancy Drew.” After that, it was Kinsey Millhone, then V. I. Warshawski, and finally Kay Scarpetta. More recently, though, she’s given up on hard-boiled women detectives. “Raymond Chandler in drag,” she says sadly. “Lotta guts, no soul.”

Maggie looked out the window, not answering, and I sensed an apprehension in her that both surprised and disturbed me. Of all my friends, Maggie is the most serene, the most balanced. She can always be counted on to keep her head during the crises that happen regularly in the restaurant business. But now, her outer calm was less opaque, and through it. I glimpsed an inner worry, a fear, even. Something was wrong at St. T’s, and Maggie knew what it was.

When she finally answered my question, though, her voice was controlled. “Yes, I think I know what Mother Winifred has in mind. But she should tell you first. Then I’ll be glad to share what I know.”

That was fair enough. “You said Mother Winifred is acting abbess,” I said. “Who will take over when she steps down?”

“The nuns will elect an abbess,” Maggie said. She paused. “If they can.”

“What do you mean?”

“There are two candidates. Sister Gabriella is from St. T’s. She’s managed the garlic farm for five or six years. Sister Olivia was named abbess of St. Agatha’s the week before it closed. She ran the conference center.”

“Uh-oh,” Ruby said. “Sounds like trouble.”

Ruby was right. You didn’t have to be a Vatican diplomat to understand the implications of the choice. The new abbess would have control over fourteen million dollars, give or take a million or two. Sister Gabriella would no doubt want to use the money to raise more rocambole. Sister Olivia would presumably transform St. T’s into a conference center.

“When will the election be held?” I asked.

“They’ve already had one vote,” Maggie said. “But the two groups are evenly matched, twenty on each side.”

“So, they’re deadlocked, huh,” Ruby said.

Maggie nodded. “The order’s charter says the abbess has to be elected by a majority—in this case, twenty-one votes. Of course, Reverend Mother General would like the new abbess to have more support than that. She won’t schedule another election until it looks like one of the candidates can get a majority.”

“Meanwhile,” I said, “Mother Winifred is still acting.”

“I’m sure she’d rather be working in the herb garden,” Maggie said, “but she’s stuck with the job for a while. Until one of the sisters changes her mind, or leaves, or ...”

“Or dies,” Ruby said, with a laugh to show that she was only joking.

Maggie didn’t laugh.
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