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“Ivy Malone is destined to become a classic sleuth, right up there with Jessica Fletcher and Miss Marple.”

Patricia H. Rushford, author,
 the Angel Delaney Mysteries

“In Plain Sight portrays a lovable, sassy LOL who solves murder mysteries and breezes down banisters. Lorena McCourtney provides plucky-paced entertainment full of heart and laugh-out-loud wit.”

Janet Chester Bly, author, Hope Lives Here
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Lyn Cote, author, The Women of Ivy Manor series

“Ivy Malone is such a realistic character she could be your next door neighbor. Wonderfully written.”

Lois Gladys Leppard, author, the Mandie books

“This is one to read and savor!”
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“McCourtney’s writing goes down like an icy lemonade on a hot summer day. It’s smooth, finished, and delightfully unpredictable. In Plain Sight is the perfect summer read.”

The Northwest Book Reviewer

“I am a devoted mystery reader and, in particular, a devoted fan of Ivy Malone. This self-proclaimed LOL (Little Old Lady) will bring you LOL (Lots of Laughs)!”
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I will say of the LORD, “He is my
 refuge and my fortress,
 my God, in whom I trust.”

Psalm 91:2
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The pickup had been tailing me for at least the last thirty miles. I slowed. It slowed. I speeded up. It speeded up. We were as synchronized as the wiper blades swishing back and forth on my windshield.

Not good.

In the same jittery brain wave, I scoffed at my reaction. No reason to think this was a malevolent Braxton honing in on me like a heat-seeking missile programmed to the temperature of a little old lady in polyester slacks. Probably just a cautious driver who didn’t want to take chances passing on a curvy, rain-slicked highway.

“No need to get all sweaty handed and jelly kneed, right?”

Koop, who never gets sweaty handed or jelly kneed, opened his one good eye and regarded me with mild interest. Koop is a stubby-tailed, one-eyed Manx with orange fur and a laid-back disposition. Except for an aversion to cigarette smokers, in whose presence he turns into Psycho Cat. We’d adopted each other at a rest area in Georgia.

Now he surprised me by suddenly jerking alert. He hopped down from his usual spot on the passenger’s seat and prowled the length of the motor home, even jumping up on the sofa and peering out the window, stub of tail twitching. Do cats get vibes, like my old friend Magnolia from back home claims she does? Maybe hostile vibes from that pickup back there behind us?

I peered into the motor home’s oversized mirror, trying to get a better look at the vehicle. It was a light-colored pickup, not new, not ancient, nothing threatening about it. But wasn’t that exactly the generic vehicle the Braxtons would choose if they were closing in on me? I couldn’t tell if the driver was man or woman, or even how many people were in the pickup. Neither could I make out the license plate.

“Okay, we’ll give them an invitation to pass, one they can’t refuse,” I told Koop.

Ahead was a straight, tree-lined stretch of highway with a nice dotted line down the center. No other vehicles were in sight. I slowed to a crawl. An arthritic centipede could have passed us. But the pickup didn’t. It stayed behind, maintaining what was beginning to look like a calculated distance.

My hands turned sweaty on the steering wheel. What did the driver have in mind? Forcing the motor home into a fatal crash on a hill or curve? Picking just the right spot for putting a bullet through a tire or window?

Oh, c’mon. Wasn’t that a bit melodramatic? How could the Braxtons have found me? I hadn’t stayed more than a few days in any one place in the last couple of months. I’d contacted my niece DeeAnn and my friend Magnolia only by prepaid phone card. I never told anyone where I was heading next.

I glanced at Koop again. Next thing I’d be suspecting he was wired for espionage, sending cat-o-grams to the Braxtons with a high-tech tracking system implanted behind that scruffy orange ear.

No matter how I tried to pooh-pooh my way out of my fears, however, the hard fact was that the Braxtons were out to get me. I’d been instrumental in convicting one of the brothers for murder. Drake Braxton, the leader of the clan, had vowed to turn me into roadkill. They’d already tried to burn my house back in Missouri, with me in it. When I hid out at my niece’s place in Arkansas, they’d tracked me down and planted dynamite in my old Thunderbird. Which was when I’d decided that hitting the road would be a prudent plan, both for my safety and the safety of my niece and her family. Surely, I’d thought, they couldn’t find me if I kept on the move. A rolling motor home gathers no Braxtons.

And I’d rolled steadily during the last couple of months. From Arkansas to Florida, up the eastern coast, now back inland to this wooded valley somewhere in Tennessee. I’d met wonderful people. I’d met strange people. I’d visited an eclectic variety of churches. I’d been encouraged by the love of the Lord I’d found in most of them. I’d been discouraged by internal squabbles in others. In some congregations I’d been no more visible than an organ note hanging in the air; in others I’d been welcomed like a wonderful new friend. From other travelers I’d accumulated invitations to visit people all over the country. Never had I encountered anyone I even remotely suspected of stalking me.

Which didn’t mean the Braxtons weren’t stalking me. And had found me. Because, at the moment, this isolated road seemed an ideal spot to commit exactly what they’d threatened: roadkill.

What now, Lord?

An immediate answer. A sign! No, not a lightning bolt from heaven. A road sign. Stanley, Population 42.

“Hang on, Koop,” I muttered. Just beyond the sign I whipped the motor home hard to the right. At which time I was reminded that motor homes, even smaller ones like my twenty-one-footer, do not take kindly to abrupt changes of direction. It tilted like a vehicular Leaning Tower of Pisa and wobbled for a precarious moment before settling back on solid ground.

My attention was elsewhere. I held my breath as I peered out the window. Would the pickup slither in behind me? Two guys with machine guns get out and close in on me? No. Without even slowing down, the pickup zoomed right on by.

Oh, happy day! I let out my breath and wiped my sweaty hands on Koop’s fur when he jumped into my lap.

Okay, I’d imagined hostile intentions where none existed. Making the proverbial mountain out of a molehill. Or perhaps, in these days of computer speak, making a gigabyte out of a kilobyte would be more appropriate. But isn’t it better to be on guard than sneaked up on?

Now I had time to inspect Stanley, Tennessee, which appeared to consist of a lone gas-and-grocery and a few shabby houses on the far side of a field. Muddy water puddled the potholes around the gas pumps, a wet flag drooped overhead, and a gray mule peered over a nearby wooden fence. Posters advertising chewing tobacco, Campbell’s soups, and, incongruously, a cruise to the Bahamas covered most of the windows on the weather-beaten building. A man in old black work pants, khaki jacket, and a faded red cap ambled out the door.

Given the price of gas and my limited finances, I’d intended to wait until I reached a discount station before gassing up, but the place looked as if it could use some business. I eased the motor home up to the pumps. The man peered up at me through heavy bifocals. Tufts of gray hair stuck out from under the cap that read “Voorhee’s Heavy Equipment—We’ll Dig for You!” I slid the window open.

“Fill ’er up?”

I was pleasantly surprised that I didn’t have to do the fillup myself. “Yes, please. Regular. I’ll have to unlock the gas cap.” I slipped on a jacket and opened the door. The rain had let up, and the air smelled fresh and woodsy, with just a hint of wet mule. I unlocked the gas cap, and he stuck the nozzle in. The gas gurgled. The motor home guzzles gas like Koop gleefully downing his favorite treat, a half can of tuna.

“Nice rain,” I offered conversationally. I hadn’t talked to anyone except Koop for two days. He’s sweet but not a big conversationalist.

The man nodded.

“Planning a cruise to the Bahamas?” I motioned toward the poster.

He gave me a “what planet are you from?” look, and I felt properly chastised for my frivolousness. When the tank was full, he surprised me by climbing up to clean my bug-speckled windshield, an action I appreciated more than small talk anyway. I told him I’d go inside to pay.

A gray-haired woman with a perm tight enough to offer the bonus of an eyebrow lift took my money and rang it up on an old-fashioned cash register.

“You folks travelin’?” she inquired as she peered between the posters at the motor home. Unlike the man outside, she sounded hungry for small talk.

“Just seeing the countryside.” To divert attention from myself, which is what I usually try to do, I asked, “Is your town named for some special Stanley?”

“Zeke Stanley. Story goes he was the slickest thief and card shark in three states. Could steal yer horse out from under you right while you was settin’ on it.”

An impressive though questionable talent, but possibly one that would interest my friend Mac MacPherson, who wanders the country looking for little-known places and events to write about in his travel articles. I’d been thinking our paths might cross somewhere on the road, but so far that hadn’t happened.

“’Course, ol’ Zeke eventually got hung for his troubles. Used the same rope he’d just stole from a guy he was playin’ cards with to hang ’im, they did. Called poker justice, ain’t it?”

I thought she probably meant poetic justice, but perhaps, in Zeke’s case, poker justice was appropriate.

The door opened, and the man stuck his head inside. “Left front tire’s runnin’ low. I knocked on yer door, but I cain’t rouse nobody. Want me to air ’er up?”

Even the woman looked surprised. Three whole sentences in a row.

“Yes, I’d appreciate that. Thank you.”

The woman inspected me again after the door closed. “You ain’t travelin’ alone, aire you?”

“Well, uh, yes, I am.”

I expected disapproval and dire warnings, but instead she just tilted her permed head in curiosity. “Don’t you git lonely?”

It was a question I’d heard before, and I answered it as I always did. “No, I’m fine. Traveling alone can be a wonderful adventure.” I thought about adding, as I’d heard another woman traveling alone say, “My cat’s better company than most husbands. Never argues and doesn’t snore.”

However, dearly as I love Koop, I can’t say he’s better company than a husband. I also have to admit that, even though I’m enjoying my traveling adventures, and the Lord is always with me, sometimes I do get a bit lonely.

“You headed anywhere particular?” the woman asked.

“Not really.” The words unexpectedly struck me as more dismal than adventurous.

“What’re you doin’ in Stanley?”

“Just passing through.”

She nodded sagely. “That’s what most people do in Stanley. Kids, they pick up’n leave soon as they can figure a way to get outta town.” She paused, and her old blue eyes went dreamy. “That’s what I’d like to do someday. Me’n Tom, git us a motor home like your’n, put pedal to the metal, and just go.”

“It’s the kind of thing you should do while you still have each other,” I advised impulsively. Harley and I had always intended to travel together, but we never got around to it before he was gone.

I put my hand to the back of my neck and rubbed at muscles that were beginning to feel stiff as dried jerky. The incident with the pickup, even if it had turned out to be a non-incident, had left me feeling kind of strung out. I didn’t want to drive any farther today. “Is there an RV park around here somewhere?”

“Old Man Feister rents out a few trailer spaces. Mostly permanent locals, but he takes in an RVer now’n then. You go to the left at the Y down the road. Little farther on, gravel road turns off to the right. Miser Lane.” She giggled, as if the name were an inside joke. “But you gotta watch close. It’s easy to miss. Feister’s place ain’t much, but it’s cheap. And there’s a nice creek. Tell ’im Annie sent you.”

Cheap sounded good. Even with an occasional free night in a rest area or Wal-Mart parking lot, living on the road was costing more than was comfortable on my limited Social Security and CD income. “Okay, Annie, thank you. I might do that.” Then, to get off the subject of my plans, and because, as always, I was curious about the people I met, I asked, “Were you born around here?”

“No. Come from Iowa. Not much to do ’round here,” she added, “but we got a nice little church with a potluck every Wednesday night.”

“Sounds great.” It truly did. Old Man Feister’s place, just outside Stanley, Tennessee, was surely the middle-of-nowhere kind of spot the Braxtons would never think to look for me. With a creek and a potluck as a bonus.

“You take care now, hear?” she said as I opened the door.

“You too.” I gave her a thumbs-up sign. We little old ladies of the world have to stick together.

Outside, Taciturn Tom was running water in a tank for the mule. I waved and got a jerk of his head in response. I started the engine and threaded my way around the potholes. Three miles down the road I took the left fork at the Y. It would be good to stop and relax for a few days.

But a half mile farther on I saw it. My heart shimmied. My toes cramped. My teeth tingled. Bad vibes. Very bad vibes.

It was the pickup, closer now. Dirty white color. A dented fender. Silhouettes of two people in the cab. No coincidence here. They’d hidden and waited to see which fork I took. The orange fur on Koop’s back popped up like porcupine quills.

I started looking frantically for Miser Lane. If I could get off the main road, into the safety of people and trailers . . .

Too late. I saw the leaning sign for Miser Lane just as the motor home sailed past it.

It wouldn’t have meant safety anyway, I realized regretfully. Because the Braxtons would have my location pinned down, and they’d figure a way to get me.

My only chance was to lose them.

I tightened my hands on the steering wheel, swallowed hard, and did what Annie back in Stanley wanted to do. I put pedal to the metal and went.
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The pickup speeded up right with me. We raced down the two-lane highway in excellent movie-chase form, screeching around curves, barreling around slower traffic, tearing across railroad tracks just before the gates came down to block traffic from an oncoming train. All we needed was the usual dénouement of the movie chase scene, the flaming crash. Which, I hoped, would be them, not Koop and me.

No crash. No flames. Just an ominous whine in the motor home’s engine echoed by an ominous jab in my left temple. One of us was going to blow.

Fortunately, what blasted through first was a realization that the persons most likely to get hurt here were some innocent bystanders. I guiltily slowed down. So did the pickup. When we met a state police car a few minutes later, we were both moving as sedately as if we were in a Fourth of July parade.

I didn’t know whether to be relieved or even more uneasy. Apparently the two men did not have in mind pulling some spectacular road stunt. But they obviously had something in mind. Following until I had to stop, then whopping me over the head with a hubcap? Sneaking up and committing some deadly vandalism in the night? Or something more sophisticated with propane lines and barred doors and “accidental” asphyxiation? (“Out-of-state woman and cat found dead of fumes in untidy motor home. Elder carelessness suspected.”)

I decided this lightly traveled road was not the place to be with killers stalking me. At the next crossroads I turned south, and an hour later hit busy Interstate 40 headed toward Memphis. But by the time I reached the city, the pickup was still with me.

Okay, maybe I could lose them in Memphis. I took an exit. So did the pickup. We plowed into an area of motels, gas stations, and fast food outlets. I drove sedately into a gas station as if I intended to fill up, but at the last minute I gunned the engine and zipped out the far side. I went a few blocks and turned. Again and again.

A line plotting my movements would look like the path of a hyperactive worm with a fixation on geometric turns.

I couldn’t tell if I’d lost them, but eventually I lost me, wandering through everything from an area of industrial warehouses to another of gated estates. Finally, in a residential neighborhood of modest homes, I pulled under the branches of an overhanging tree and parked. It was almost dark now. I waited apprehensively.

As a card-carrying member of the Aged into Invisibility generation of women, I can count on being invisible in any number of situations. Store clerks often can’t see me. Young men, especially in the presence of a young woman, never know I exist. In any given crowd, I am as unnoticed as the birds pecking at crumbs on the ground. But, encased in a few thousand pounds of motor home, my visibility quotient rises.

Still, after half an hour, no dirty pickup with dented fender had pulled in behind or cruised past. A good sign, but I knew it was too early to count my escape a success. I figured my stalkers would assume I had to stop for the night and perhaps start checking parking lots or RV parks. A gray-haired little old lady couldn’t just keep on truckin’ down the interstate, right? I was tired, but truckin’ on was exactly what this LOL intended to do.

I rolled from Memphis to Little Rock, grabbed a few hours sleep in a mall parking lot, and later filled up with gas in Ft. Smith. By midafternoon I was in Oklahoma City. I was hopeful I’d ditched my hawk-eyed friends in the pickup, but I still felt about as safe as a possum crossing the road in traffic.

Why? Because now the two men were familiar with both the appearance of my motor home and the license plate number. Although they may well have had that information before they began tailing me. So even if they weren’t right behind me at the moment, they might still pick up my trail.

On sudden impulse I didn’t head west out of Oklahoma City as I’d originally planned and as I hoped the guys in the pickup assumed I’d do. Instead I made a sudden switchback to the southeast, heading out through Norman and then on through ever smaller towns. Wherever there was a choice of roads, I chose what looked like the least traveled.

And the farther southeast I went, the more surprised I was. I’d always thought of Oklahoma (whatever little thought I’d ever given Oklahoma, I must admit) as just one featureless plain, flat and bare enough to make the world’s largest bowling alley. Not so. Here was good farmland, rivers and lakes, and by dusk I was into thickly forested hills, with real mountains not far in the distance.

By now I was both physically and mentally frazzled from long hours of driving, my neck stiff from craning it in all directions and keeping watch for a dirty white pickup with a dented fender. I decided that at the next likely looking place, I was stopping for the night.

And just around the next bend, there it was! A sign saying Dulcy, Oklahoma. An optimistic announcement, I decided a moment later, since I saw no evidence of a town. Oh yes, there it was up ahead, a neon lariat endlessly circling a café sign. Closer I spotted a metal building with a dusty parking lot and a sign that said Dulcy Farm Supply. At this hour the store was closed, and I didn’t see that bane of all RVers, a No Overnight Parking sign. The lot was also well lit with a couple of big yard lights. Yes! I whipped into the lot, pulled over close to the building, and shut off the engine.

I stretched my tired back and heard a popping sound in my neck. But I was home, at least for the night. “This is what’s nice about an RV, isn’t it, Koop? Home is wherever your wheels are parked.”

I opened the door for a quick inspection, with Koop peering out between my ankles. The air smelled like pine and hay, with a hint of barbecue somewhere, and a stream gurgled in the grassy field on the far side of the road. Nice. But I didn’t see any particular reason to linger in Dulcy, and I figured on being up and gone long before the store opened in the morning. Maybe I’d head on down to Texas.

Koop and I had a quick dinner, I read a bit in Romans, and then I climbed up to bed, beat. Outrunning Braxtons is tiring work.

Especially when I couldn’t be sure I had outrun them. Just because I hadn’t spotted them didn’t mean they weren’t out there.

I heard a few trucks go by in the night, and once a train whistled in the distance, like some lonely creature calling for its mate. But neither those night sounds, nor that nagging worry about the two men in the pickup, kept me from sleeping peacefully.

Maybe too peacefully, because I was not up and away at crack of dawn as I intended. I was still asleep, Koop curled against my backside, when hammering on the door woke us. I lay there, heart also hammering, as the whole motor home shook under the onslaught.
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“Hey, anyone in there?” a woman’s voice called.

A female Braxton? Had they switched teams on me? The bed in my motor home is up over the driver and passenger seats. I leaned over the edge and warily tried to figure out what was going on. A beam of sunlight shafted through a gap in the curtains beside the bed.

“I’m here,” I finally called back since it appeared the woman intended to pound until someone answered or the door collapsed, whichever came first.

“I’m sorry to bother you, but I can’t get my hay truck up to the loading dock with your rig parked here.”

“Oh, I’m sorry. I’ll move right away.” I hastily climbed down the short ladder and, still in the skimpy pajamas my grandniece Sandy had given me—from Victoria’s Secret, of all places—scooted into the driver’s seat. I shoved back the curtains across the windshield, pulled across the parking lot, and watched the woman expertly back the big truck up to the loading dock.

A few minutes later she came to the door again. By this time I’d put on jeans and an old sweatshirt and had a pot of coffee going. I opened the door a crack, uncertain if I was about to be threatened, peremptorily ordered off the premises, cited for trespassing, or what.

“You okay?” she asked.

The concern in her voice surprised me. So did the woman herself. Given the strength of hammering on my door, I expected someone young and belligerent, probably with a gold ring hooked into some unlikely portion of her anatomy, but this woman was near my own age, and her smile was friendly. Her elegant white hair and gentle face suggested she belonged in a church choir, but her body was long and lean and competent looking in faded jeans and plaid shirt rolled up to her elbows. Pearl earrings completed the unlikely combination. At her feet a small black and white, bulldoggish-looking animal inspected me with big, inquisitive eyes.

“I’m fine. I just overslept a bit, I guess.”

“That’s good. I was getting worried somebody might be sick in there. Maybe even dead.”

“I was tired, and it looked like a good place to stop for the night.”

We peered at each other through the crack. I was curious about her. That looked like a lot of truck for a lone older woman to be driving. Koop inserted himself into the crack and inspected the small dog. The dog put its feet up on the step, and they warily touched noses.

“Would you like a cup of coffee?” I asked impulsively.

“Hey, I sure would! I usually get coffee down at the Lariat, but theirs tastes like it could dissolve brake linings.”

“I’ll get some chairs, and we can sit out there.”

I stepped outside, unlocked the storage compartment, dragged out a couple of webbed lawn chairs, and put the awning down for shade because the day was already getting warm. She dropped into a chair, and I went inside and returned with two mugs of coffee. By then Koop, apparently having made a non-aggression pact with the dog, was using his one good eye to study a white-faced steer on the far side of the fence at the edge of the parking lot. His stub of tail twitched, as if he was undecided as to whether the creature was friend, foe, or food. I think Koop was a city cat, where cow creatures are not part of the landscape, before he took to the road with me.

“I guess I’m curious what you’re doing here,” the woman said in her straightforward manner. “You don’t look like our usual tourists.”

“Which are . . . ?”

“Oh, you know. Families camping. Guys fishing. Macho young males looking for the roughest, muddiest places in the mountains to go four-wheelin’ or dirt biking. Hunters in the fall.” By now she’d apparently figured out there was no man with me because she added, “Not a woman alone.”

While I contemplated how to explain myself, she suddenly leaned forward. “Maybe you’re here to work for the Northcutts?”

“Are the Northcutts looking for someone?”

“I suppose so, since that guy from California left.”

“Why was that?”

She leaned back in the chair. My diversionary technique hadn’t fooled her. She knew I didn’t know any more about the Northcutts than Koop knew about that steer. “I guess you’re not here to work for the Northcutts.”

“No, but I could be.” Yes, indeed. I looked around. Dulcy had a certain understated appeal. The country scent of hay mingled with the piney scent of woods, and unseen birds trilled from a clump of oak trees beyond the stream dancing in the sunlight. A truck hauling logs went by, trailing another scent of fresh-cut wood, and the driver and the woman sipping my coffee exchanged waves. On impulse I waved too, and a second friendly wave came in return.

Maybe it was time to lay low for a while. If I could get a job here, I’d be out of sight, not out on the road where the Braxtons could spot me. I’d also save money on gas if I stayed in one place for a while. Is this why I’m here in Dulcy, Lord, to work for the Northcutts?

“What do the Northcutts need someone to do?” I inquired.

“I think that was one of the problems with the guy from California. He was in the Lariat a couple times when I was there. Had a chip on his shoulder the size of a big old pine log. He was griping to Tom Cole that he was hired to be a researcher, not a housekeeper or gofer or caretaker for weird birds.”

Researcher/housekeeper/gofer/weird-bird-caretaker. An unlikely job description, true. But not totally out of my realm of expertise. Before retirement, I’d been a librarian for thirty years back in Missouri, and I knew something about book research. Grandniece Sandy had taught me how to find my way around on the Internet. I’d briefly held a housekeeper’s job in Arkansas, and I had a lifetime of experience keeping house for Harley. I saw no problem with gofering. And weird birds? How weird can a bird be?

“Perhaps I could apply for the job,” I suggested.

“Well . . .”

“Too old?”

She laughed. “Too normal. I don’t know the Northcutts personally, but from everything I’ve heard they’re . . . different. That guy from California sure was.”

“Different how?”

“Well, not my idea of a ‘researcher,’ that’s for sure. He always wore those baggy camouflage clothes. You know, the kind that look as if they could conceal anything from a machine gun to six months’ supply of survival rations? Sunglasses too, day or night. He wouldn’t eat a hamburger at the Lariat. He told Tom he preferred to eat only meat he’d killed himself because you never know what’s in commercial meat. He had some kind of symbol tattooed behind one ear, and his head was shaved. The only name he’d give anyone was Ute.”

“Ute?” I repeated doubtfully.

“Ute.”

“And what about the Northcutts? How are they different?”

“Ummm . . .” Here she seemed to waver. “They’re Californians too. Not that being from California is a crime or anything,” she added hastily. “But they’re also movie people.” Her tone wasn’t derogatory, but it suggested that being “movie people” could explain almost any peculiarity.

“Movie stars?”

“No. Writers or something like that.”

“Why in the world would they be here in Dulcy?”

“Good question. Actually, they aren’t right here in Dulcy. Their place is about twenty miles out toward the mountains. They bought the old Morris place. Buck Morris used to take guided hunting trips out in the mountains, but they sold out after the lodge burned about five years ago. Well, half burned, and the Northcutts had the part that was still standing remodeled to use as a house.”

Perhaps my look said none of that sounded terribly “different,” because she added, “They never come to any local doings. Never shop at Gus’s. They drive a Hummer. Which a lot of us might like to have,” she admitted, “but none of us can afford. They have an unlisted phone number, which no one else around here has. About as friendly as a pair of rattlesnakes, from all I’ve heard. A friend at a bookstore—”

I peered down the road, empty except for that circling neon lariat in front of a nondescript brown building with a tall false front. “Dulcy has a bookstore?”

She laughed and made room for the little dog wanting to jump into her lap. “No. Except for a rack of old romances and westerns over at the secondhand store. The real bookstore is down in Hugo. It’s about sixty miles. Anyway, this friend says they’re always ordering books. Everything from Civil War and Old West history to books on soap making, edible insects, time and space travel, and how to avoid shark attacks. I guess no one ever told them we don’t have a big shark-attack problem here in Dulcy.”

“Maybe the Chamber of Commerce should advertise that fact. Who knows? You might have a big influx of rich tourists once they realize it’s a shark-free zone.”

Her blue eyes twinkled. “It’s also a Chamber-of-Commerce-free zone.”

“So you think it would be a waste of time for me to go see the Northcutts about the job?”

“Not necessarily. If you want something, my theory is, go for it. Just be prepared to get run off, if they’re in that kind of mood. That’s what they did to Link Otterly when he went out there to see if they wanted to sell some timber off their place.”

“Run off how?”

“Mrs. Northcutt came out with a bow and arrow. One of those high-powered kind that looks half medieval, half science fiction. A crossbow, I think they’re called. I guess she didn’t actually let fly with an arrow, but Link said he skedaddled because it sure looked like that’s what she had in mind.”

The Northcutts did sound a bit eccentric, but, when you get right down to it, aren’t we all? Maybe the residents of Dulcy just didn’t take to outsiders. Perhaps the man who thought he’d been threatened had misinterpreted the woman’s actions. I tend to feel kindly toward anyone who invests in books, for whatever reason.

“Can you tell me how to get out there?”

“I’d better draw you a map. Most of the roads around here aren’t marked, and they’re really out in the boonies. But the road dead-ends at their driveway, so you can’t miss it. And you sure can’t miss their sign.”

I got paper and pen, and she sketched a map, with directions about various landmarks. We also exchanged names. She gave hers as Margaret Rau and said she was driving the hay truck for her husband because he was recuperating from hip replacement surgery. “And this is Lucy,” she added, giving the dog snuggled in her lap an affectionate pet on her slick black hair. “She’s a Boston terrier.”

I thought, even as I was telling her that I was Ivy Malone, that perhaps I should have given a phony name, just in case someone came inquiring. But being up-front and honest is a hard habit to abandon.

“Here, I’ll add my cell phone number,” Margaret said, scribbling a number at the bottom of the page. “Call me if you get lost.”

“Actually, I don’t have a cell phone.”

“You don’t?” She straightened in the chair, her expression alarmed. “A woman on the road alone should never be without a cell phone. You do carry a gun, don’t you?” she added, as if she assumed everyone did.

I’d thought about getting a gun, but I figured I’d probably shoot my own foot or disable the motor home in some disastrous way before I managed to hit any bad guys.

“I have Koop the Attack Cat here.” I gestured to where he was now atop a fence post looking down on the steer. I smiled. “But mostly I put my trust in the Lord.”

She nodded. “I believe in trusting the Lord too. But I figure it doesn’t hurt to have a gun, in case someone needs convincing the Lord is looking out for me.”

An interesting concept, I decided.

“Well, time to get back to work. Ben is taking care of the grandkids while I’m driving the truck, and they’re a handful.” She laughed, and I had the impression from the tanned lines on her face that she laughed a lot, no matter what the adversity. “I think he’s counting the days until school starts.”

I was curious about why they were raising the grandchildren, but she set her coffee cup on the dusty ground and stood up to leave.

“It’s been nice meeting you, Margaret,” I said.

“You too, Ivy. I hope you get the job. Maybe I’ll see you around again. There’s a little community church you’d like down there past the Lariat.” She hesitated. “But you really should have both a cell phone and a gun. Get a nice little .38.” She sounded knowledgeable on the subject.

“Dulcy doesn’t look like a center of crime.”

“No, but we had something terrible happen just a few days ago.” Her voice turned somber. “A young guy was shot out by the lake. Bullet to the back of the head, just like some gangland execution. It’s got everybody shook up.”

“They don’t know who did it?”

“No, but he was the sheriff’s nephew, and the sheriff has every man on the force running around with a fine-toothed comb looking for clues.” She smiled wryly. “Not that our local sheriff’s department has all that many deputies or fine-toothed combs.”

“No motive?”

“Rumors, of course. Mostly about Eddie being mixed up in drugs. You wouldn’t think kids would turn to drugs way out here in the middle of God’s green earth, would you? But they do.”

A hint of sadness in her voice made me wonder if she had personal knowledge of kids and drugs, but she didn’t elaborate.

“Anyway, be careful,” she added.

The news about a local killing was worrisome, but logic said that whoever targeted a young guy involved with drugs wouldn’t be concerned about a gray-haired LOL and a one-eyed cat in a motor home.

Margaret started back to the truck, then turned to call in a more cheerful tone, “Don’t let the Northcutts weird you out. That’s the kind of advice my grandkids give, whatever it means.”

I put the chairs away, rolled up the awning, gathered up my cat, changed to tan slacks and white blouse—this was, after all, a possible job interview—and headed for the Northcutts’ place out on Dead Mule Road.
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I kept Margaret’s map on my lap, turning at the crossroads where I saw the dinosaur made of welded pieces of junk, and turning again at the pond with birdhouses on an island. Out here the road was washboard gravel, and some of the potholes looked large enough to bury a small dinosaur, but the wooded hills sloped green and beautiful to bubbling creeks. The mountains made hazy blue silhouettes basking in the sunshine. Here and there land had been cleared for pastures, although none of the places looked overly prosperous.

I saw rural mailboxes occasionally, but there was none at the Northcutt driveway. I knew I was at the right place anyway because the road ended here. There was also the sign, the one Margaret had said I couldn’t miss. She was right.

Keep Out 
No Trespassing 
This Means You!
Violators Will Be Prosecuted

All in red letters big enough to warn off low-flying airplanes. I paused, second thoughts rampant. The Northcutts were making no bones about a hostility toward visitors. Perhaps I should have called ahead. . . . No, couldn’t do that. Unlisted phone number. Which, in combination with the sign, now suggested something more deep-rooted than a mere preference for privacy.

There was a gate, metal. I got out to look and wasn’t surprised to find a padlocked chain linking gate to solid iron post. No buildings were visible from here. Dense trees tangled with underbrush crowded the barbed wire fences leading away from the gate on both sides. A canopy of overhanging branches turned the driveway into a green tunnel leading into mysterious depths.

I listened, straining my ears for any sound of activity beyond the gate. Nothing at first, and then something soft and faint, not quite identifiable. An odd thrumming sound.

Drumming? No. The noise was too irregular, and it wasn’t deep enough for a big drum, not rat-a-tat-tat enough for a smaller one. Definitely not a foot-tapping musical beat. Some peculiar “movie people” thing?

Whatever the activity was, in spite of a well-developed “mutant curiosity gene,” as a friend calls it, I was not inclined to wander in and interrupt. The place felt . . . what? Not exactly scary. But if this were a movie, now is when the sinister music would start.

Not everything that first looks like opportunity comes from the Lord, I reminded myself.

Yet I was disappointed. Parking the motor home here at the Northcutts’ while working for them would mean not having to pay rent at an RV park, which would be a big help financially. And in spite of the slightly creepy ambiance, which was probably the product of my own imagination, the place was nicely secluded. Not a spot where the Braxtons could likely sneak up on me.

Then the indistinct thrumming stopped, but, oddly, the silence was suddenly more disconcerting than the peculiar sound. A hush hung in the air, poised, as if waiting for something to happen. The whish of an arrow, perhaps? I found myself fingering the whistle that always hangs on a cord around my neck. Although I had the feeling that out here I could blow my lungs out and only whatever creatures lurk in deep, dark woods would hear.

Enough. I turned back from the gate. I was heading back to Dulcy.

Yet Margaret Rau’s words echoed back at me: “Don’t let them weird you out.” The phrase had meaning now, because I was definitely getting weirded out, and that annoyed me. I don’t like quitting without making a better try than this. That stubborn curiosity gene wasn’t totally inactivated yet.

Okay, the situation was a little offbeat, I granted. Locked gate, hostile sign, strange thrumming sound, woods dense enough to conceal an army of guys with shaved heads and strange tattoos, uneasy silence. But it surely wasn’t weird, and no one had leaped out with crossbow or any other weapon to run me off.

There might be a job waiting here, a job that could put me in an ideal spot to evade the Braxtons.

Determinedly I headed for the fence. I was going in.
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I crawled through the fence and walked down the gravel driveway, briskly deleting the headlines trying to banner across my mind: “Deserted Motor Home Found on Isolated Road. Owner Vanished. Foul Play Suspected.” (“If only the cat could talk,” mourns neighbor.)

Except there didn’t appear to be any neighbors available for mourning or anything else.

I kept to the center of the narrow gravel road, arms hugging my sides, trying to stay as far as possible from the walls of dense trees and brush crowding in on either side. I bolstered my nerves by humming a cheerful old cowboy song about “those Oklahoma hills.” Although I doubted the cowboy had the Northcutts’ darkly forested hills in mind.

I saw the house as soon as I rounded a bend in the green tunnel. It stood in a good-sized clearing, its size and rustic log construction impressive even though the building was probably only half the size it had once been as a hunting lodge. It was stubby on one end, where the burned portion had been hacked off and replaced with a two-story wall. A tall, many-armed TV antenna and a massive stone chimney topped a sloping, dark green metal roof, and a railed deck ran all the way along the front of the building. A huge bell hung from a high metal arch over the sidewalk leading to the front door.

The old place should have felt warm and welcoming. All those wonderful old logs silvered by age and weather, the railing inviting the propped feet of family and friends relaxing on the deck. That huge chimney hinting at a winter fire roaring companionably within.

Yet instead of having welcoming warmth, the house felt cold and forbidding, brooding even in bright sunlight. A low wall of stone and weathered concrete extended from the hacked-off end of the building, apparently the foundation of the portion that had been burned. The enclosed area might have been made into a lovely garden of grass and flowers, but it held only weedy mounds of dirt and a stack of debris left over from the burn.

Windows in the two-story section of the house next to the burned area were aluminum framed, no doubt a practical modernization, but the bare metal made a jarring contrast to the rustic logs. An open shed divided into three parking slots stood to one side, one of the spaces occupied by a squat, flat-topped Hummer painted in camouflage colors.

I saw nothing in particular to raise the hackles on the back of my neck, but rise they did. I clutched the whistle.

Then, with embarrassment, I realized I’d been standing there staring for several minutes. If the Northcutts were watching, my actions were probably not working in favor of employment. I gave my hair a quick finger pat and strode briskly toward the oversized front door. Although, as I approached it, I realized that unless the Northcutts were peering out an upstairs window, they couldn’t have seen me. Heavy drapes shielded the windows all along the one-story, front section of the house.

A knocker made from a horseshoe hung in the middle of the door, a doorbell beside the door. I chose the doorbell and heard a no-nonsense buzzing inside when I pushed it.

No one came to the door. So maybe they were in a part of the house where they couldn’t hear the bell. I used the metal knocker, taking an example from Margaret Rau and pounding energetically. Still no answer.

That faint, soft thrumming started again, this time punctuated by a few short, odd grunts. Now I could tell that the curious sounds were coming from around back of the house. I considered going out there, but I didn’t want to walk in on something odd. Who knew what the Northcutts were doing? Maybe some bizarre ritual to ward off shark attack?

I dug a scratch pad out of my purse and wrote a message saying I had come about the job and would be back tomorrow. Or, if they came into Dulcy, I’d be in the motor home with Arkansas license plates parked there somewhere. I figured, given what I’d seen of Dulcy, they’d have no trouble finding me. I tucked the note under the horseshoe knocker.

I didn’t mean to try the doorknob. Honestly I didn’t. I just kind of stumbled as I was putting the note in place and grabbed the knob for support. The door was locked, of course. But at the same time I heard something inside. Not an identifiable sound, just . . . something.

Which seemed odd. If whoever was inside could react to the sound of my hand on the doorknob, surely they could have heard the doorbell and my pounding. Or perhaps they simply chose not to respond?

Then I heard another noise, and this one was definitely identifiable: the ringing of a telephone. It went on and on, at least a dozen rings. Apparently the Northcutts did not believe in answering machines.

The ringing phone definitely proved it, I decided. Even if I’d heard something inside the house, the Northcutts were not at home.
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I was back in Dulcy shortly after noon. Around a bend from the Lariat, I found the main part of town. What there was of it. More out of curiosity than need I went into the one grocery store, Gus’s Groceries, and bought cottage cheese, cat food, and a couple of oranges. The store was no supermarket, but it had adequate meat, dairy, and produce sections. Next door was a tiny beauty salon.

Dulcy had no sidewalks, but I wandered dusty paths along the road to the post office, a gas station, and a combination pizza parlor and video rental place. Jerry’s Parts and Repairs had a sign announcing their expertise in off-road vehicles, and an antique shop exhibited dusty-looking dolls in one window and secondhand rakes and pitchforks in another. One long, fairly new-looking building held a tax-preparer/accountant’s office and a real estate office. Two empty sections were optimistically labeled “Available Now!” A modest motel had four cars in the parking lot and a lit Vacancy sign. Another sign identified an old-fashioned school building with a bell tower as Dulcy Elementary. There didn’t appear to be a high school. A fence separated the small, white church Margaret had mentioned from the pasture surrounding it.

I drove back to the Dulcy Farm Supply intending to park there again for the night, but at the last minute I circled through the parking lot and didn’t stay. The store had several customers, but I was aware now that it was isolated from the rest of town. I’d been fine there last night, but I couldn’t ignore the fact that a murder had recently been committed in the area. I’d also felt a little edgy ever since my visit to the Northcutt place, so now I drove on to a big truck-parking area across from the Lariat.

In fact, by evening I was strongly considering not driving out to the Northcutts’ again the following day, maybe just heading on to Texas.

“Well, we’ll decide in the morning, okay?” I said to Koop.

Koop, a most congenial traveling companion, offered no comments.

I watched a half hour of fuzzy TV on the small set that operated off the motor home’s battery and was getting ready for bed, brushing my teeth but not yet in pajamas, when someone knocked on the door. Both Koop and I jumped. Who would knock at this hour? The weird Northcutts? Prowling Braxtons? Local killer?

I was tempted not to answer, but the thought occurred to me that it could be an annoyed property owner warning me that RVs were not allowed to park here overnight, maybe threatening to send the sheriff or somebody if I didn’t move. I cautiously nudged the curtain at the window beside the door so I could see out. The tall, jeans-clad female figure standing there reassured me. Margaret Rau, no doubt checking to see if I’d gotten the job.

I quickly unlocked the door.

I stared at the woman standing in the oblong of light cast by the open door. Tall and lean, yes. Also clad in jeans. But all similarity to Margaret ended there.

My first shocked impression was “punk rocker.” Young. Short hair standing in rough blond spikes all over her head. Garish black and blue makeup around her eyes and a blotch of purplish blush on one cheek. One lurid red earring. But what in the world would a punk rocker be doing here in—

I blinked, and my perspective jumped.

Not garish eye makeup. Not purple blush. Two black eyes and bruises! Plus a swollen nose, a raw scrape on her cheek, and others on her forehead and jaw. And that was no red earring; it was a scab of dried blood. She was also standing with most of her weight on one long leg, as if there might be other bruises and injuries, maybe worse ones, that couldn’t be seen.

“I’m sorry to bother you but. . . .” She glanced around as if thinking something might rise up out of the shadows and grab her. A truck had stopped at the edge of the road.

“Child, what happened to you?” I gasped.

“I’m okay. Just a little accident.”

Little accident? Her face looked as if she’d tangled with a concrete wall and a meat grinder. But there was a defiance in her tone, as if daring me to make something of the claim of a “little” accident.

“You’re hurt! We’ll get you to a doctor—”

“I don’t need a doctor. Just . . . Could you pretend you know me, please?”

I had an instant flash about crimes that started this way. The supposedly injured person on the roadway who rises up and robs or murders the Good Samaritan who stops to help. The innocent-looking young woman in cahoots with a gun-toting cohort hiding in wait to strike.

I hesitated. Lord?

The young woman’s tall figure swayed and her eyes rolled, and she reached out to the motor home to steady herself. I didn’t hesitate any longer. I grabbed her hand and pulled her up the single step to the doorway. Inside the small motor home, she towered over me, at least five foot ten, maybe more, to my five foot one. I pushed her to the sofa and locked the door again. Then I went to the refrigerator and poured a Styrofoam cup of water from the jug I keep in there. She looked as if she needed something.

She drained the cup thirstily, then sat there with cup and hands tucked between her knees. I had the feeling she was embarrassed at having asked for help. Koop jumped up to check her out. She stroked his back in an absentminded way, and I could tell she had a nice familiarity with cats.

“Do you live around here? Can I take you to family or someone?”

She shook her head, then winced as if the movement hurt.

“Do you have other injuries?”

“I’m okay.”

“I’ll get some ointment for the scrapes.” I’d spotted another raw place on the back of her hand. “Where was this accident?”

She made a vague gesture in the direction of Texas, which took in a lot of territory. I squeezed a dab of ointment on her cheek. I didn’t think it stung, but she jerked back as if just the touch alarmed her.

“A car accident?” I prodded when she didn’t seem inclined to elaborate.

“Yeah.”

“How did you get here?”

“Walked some.” She sounded wary, on guard in spite of an obvious physical exhaustion. “Hitchhiked some.”

I refrained from offering a sermon on the dangers of a young woman hitchhiking or walking the roads. “Was anyone else hurt?”

“No.”

“You were alone in the car?”

“Yeah.”

“You’re not very informative,” I muttered. She shrugged. “What about the car that was wrecked?”

“What about it?”

“Did you just walk off and leave it? What became of it?”

“I called someone. They’ll take care of it.” Another hint of that what’s-it-to-you-lady defiance. She turned and lifted the curtain a few inches so she could peer outside.

“Are you looking for someone?”

A hesitation. “The last guy I rode with acted a little odd. I told him I wanted out because I recognized the motor home and knew you. He was still watching when I got to your door. That’s why I asked you to pretend you knew me.” I believed that, but somehow I suspected it might be short of the whole truth.

“What’s your name?”

“Abilene.” Her mouth twisted in a humorless smile. “What was my mother thinking, right?”

“Abilene what?”

Another of those brief hesitations before she said, “Tyler.”

Now I wondered if she was reluctant to tell me her full name, or if the delay gave her time to make up a phony one.

“Abilene seems a bit formal. Do people call you Abby, perhaps?”

“No.” She sounded as if anyone tried Abby on her, she’d clobber ’em. She also looked, in spite of her current physical condition, as if she could probably do it.

I slowly put the cap back on the ointment. We studied each other. The bruises around one eye, I now saw, were turning color, taking on a yellow and greenish tint, which suggested they were older than a car accident within the last day or two. Though the scrapes and other black eye looked recent enough. Odd. A rotation of her shoulder under her lightweight denim jacket suggested it was also hurting.

“Have you done something criminal?” I asked bluntly.

Her blue eyes flared in surprise. “No!” Then another of those hesitations. This time I suspected it was because a reluctant honesty made her say, “At least I . . . I don’t think so.”

“Drugs?”

“Not unless you consider an occasional aspirin a big deal.”

“Would you like a couple of aspirin now?”

“Yes. Please.”

I got the aspirin and more water. A sharp noise banged outside as I handed the cup to her, the backfire of a car leaving the Lariat. Abilene jumped, spilling half the water, and I realized she was even more jittery than I’d been at the Northcutts. I got a handful of paper towels. I started to get down on my hands and knees to sop up the spilled water, but she grabbed the towels and did it herself.

“Sorry,” she muttered as she stood up. I opened the door to the cabinet below the sink, and she stuffed the wet towels in the trash container I keep there.

I could tell my questions were making her edgy. I didn’t want to do that. She looked as if she’d been through enough already. But there were a couple more things I had to know.

“How old are you?”

“Twenty-two.”

I squinted at her. Was that true, or was she upping the number a few years to give herself legal, of-age status? At first glance I’d guess her to be younger than twenty-two, maybe a lot younger, but on closer examination she looked possibly even older than that. Especially in the eyes, as if something had aged her inside. I decided that, for now anyway, I’d just accept her number.

“Where are you headed?”

“I . . . haven’t decided yet.”

That made two of us, so I could hardly criticize her for that.

We regarded each other for a thoughtful minute. Finally I said, “If you don’t mind being kind of scrunched up, you can sleep on the sofa here tonight.”

I had instant second thoughts about the impulsive offer, but in her hesitant “Yeah?” I detected some doubts of her own.

“I won’t knock you in the head and sell you into white slavery, or whatever the term is these days, if you promise not to knock me in the head and steal my motor home and cat.”

The smile was slow but genuine this time. “Deal,” she said.
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