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This novel is dedicated to good friends:
Ruth Czirr and Paul Willenborg, who worked hard to keep

the Yankee me on the southern straight and narrow,
and
Cheryll Kinsley, who shored me up during the

various crises in the year this book was written—

only a few of them fictional in nature

A bird may love a fish,

but where will they build a home together?
TEVYE, in Fiddler on the Roof
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Collector’s Weekly

May 30, 2004

Small Business for Sale
Scriveners is a specialty shop offering antique and collectible writing instruments with a focus on fountain pens. Large stock of quality paper goods and ephemera. Located in historic Lamb’s Corner, South Carolina. Owner retiring. Serious inquiries by U.S. mail only. Robert Lee Cowper, Scriveners, 10 Lambert Square, Lamb’s Corner, SC.
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June 15, 2004
Mr. John A. Dodge

Wordplay Books

270 West Sixth Avenue

Amarillo, TX 79106

Dear Mr. Dodge,
You were the fourth person to answer my newspaper advertisement but only the second to follow the instructions. The fellow who was quicker than you with his response has an illegible signature. I cannot abide a man with a messy hand. From your penmanship it’s clear to me you have had a good education, and considerable experience in the world.
I opened Scriveners on September 1, 1973. The shop was located on Main Street until the conversion of the old Lambert Printing Plant was finished and then I moved over there. Scriveners occupies one of two large corner buildings. It consists of three floors: the shop itself, the second level, which I use mostly for sorting stock, and a two bedroom apartment on the top floor, which I have never used.
If you care to call me on the telephone I will answer your questions regarding my stock, the property, and the services we offer. You might also like to get in touch with our mayor, Mrs. Maude Reed-Golden, and with the president of the Lambert Square Merchants’ Cooperative, Mrs. Julia Darrow. Before you go to the trouble, a couple things you should know that might change your mind:
1. The first condition of sale, once the buyer and I have agreed on terms, is that both my full-time employees be kept on in their current positions for a period of no less than two years, without reduction in wages or benefits.
2. I have never had a computer and have no computerized inventories, customer lists, or sales history. All that information is kept safely in the mind of one of my clerks.
3. My mother was a Lambert and left me a great deal of money, so that profit has never been my primary concern. In fact, Scriveners has never made any money and operates, as they say, in the red.
Should you wish to open negotiations, I ask that you contact me by return mail or telephone. A courageous man with vision, one who enjoys a challenge and appreciates fine craftsmanship, certainly would.

Yours truly,


Robert Lee Cowper
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SEPTEMBER 2004

WHEN THE ALARM went off, three of Julia Darrow’s four dogs catapulted themselves off the couch to rush the door. Julia, who had fallen asleep in her favorite chair in a jumble of books and blankets, woke more slowly. The fourth and the most relaxed of the dogs was tucked in beside her, and still snoring. Boo was unflappable, which really, Julia had observed many times, was an enviable talent first thing in the morning.
Julia yawned. Gloria, Willie, and Scoot began dancing impatiently, nails clicking on the wood floor like so many castanets. Boo blinked and raised her head at the sound of a light knock.
“Julia?”
“Coming.” She pulled herself out of the chair, set Boo down on the floor, and together they padded across the room.
“Monsters,” Julia said to the other three. “Ruffians. Mind your manners. Gloria, stop that.” She opened the door and they raced out, Scoot disappearing immediately down the stairs with a flick of the tail. Gloria and Willie paused to acknowledge the young girl who stood on the landing. She was here to walk them, and the walk was the thing.
“Bean,” Julia said, “I don’t pay you enough.”
Beatrice Hurt, Bean to friends and family and just about everybody else, was the only child of one of Julia’s five employees, and spent most of her free time in the shop when she wasn’t in school. She was all knobby elbows and knees and a mass of braids, which stood out not just for their bounty but because they were naturally two shades lighter than the deep molasses of her skin, and the effect set off her bone structure, perfectly symmetrical from the small round chin to the deep-set eyes in the oval of her face. But she was also unusually somber for her age. Her smile, rare as it was, was sweet.
She said, “Mama says you pay me too much as it is. Come on, Boo.”
Boo sighed dramatically but when Bean picked her up, she nuzzled and licked the girl’s cheek. From the bottom of the stairs came a sharp and impatient bark.
“Scoot,” said Bean. “He’s gotta go when he’s gotta go.”
To Bean’s retreating back Julia said, “We’ll talk about a raise.”

IN THE NEW QUIET, JULIA TOOK A MOMENT TO CONTEMPLATE the chair where she had just spent five blissful hours in a dreamless sleep. She had found it at an estate sale in Lake Forest years before, wide and low slung, lavishly cushioned and upholstered in velvet, the fabric as darkly silky and smooth as browned butter. The impression of her heels had made a permanent dip in the ottoman and the nap on the broad arms was worn thin, but she loved the chair for its sturdiness and comfort. The urge to climb back into the nest was strong, but habit was stronger.
Julia had a routine, one she had developed in the first few months after moving to Lamb’s Corner, and had refined in the five years since. Coffee and toast, a half hour on the treadmill, a half hour of housework, and a shower before she allowed herself to go down to her office or the shop. She turned on the radio and started her day, making lists in her head as she moved around the four rooms she called home.
Finally Julia stood in the open door of her bedroom closet, considering her choices. These few idle minutes spent breathing in the faint scents of lavender, cotton dried in the open air, crisply ironed linen were her last peaceful ones of the day, and not to be rushed. She ran her hand down a soft flannel sleeve. It would be foolish to indulge such a whim in the early September heat. She would be wearing silk and light cotton for another month at least.
The murmur of voices rose up through the floor, which meant that Julia was running late or somebody else was early. She finger combed her hair, slipped into her workday slippers, and then paused anyway to look over the room. Standing in the doorway she thought, as she always did, of the odd turns of fate that had brought this particular set of bedroom furniture here, to a third-floor apartment in a converted printing plant in a small town in South Carolina. Her own history was almost as odd, but nothing as interesting as the two-hundred-year-old Louis XVI bed of carved plum pudding mahogany with all the matching pieces. It was precious and beautiful and almost priceless, and sometimes Julia dreamed that she was strapped into a harness, dragging all of it, the huge three-door armoire, the bedside tables with their marble tops, the bed itself with its carvings of angels among floral garlands, down a narrow road that reached to the horizon and over the edge of the world.
Julia noted the pillows in their clean white cases, the simple coverlet, the quilt folded at the foot of the bed. Then she closed the door behind her and went to work.
At the bottom of the rear stairs Bean was waiting for her with the dogs. Who flung themselves at Julia in their joy, in their relief, in the vast fury of their unconditional love.
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TWO YEARS to the day after John Dodge arrived in Amarillo he took off again, this time for Lamb’s Corner, South Carolina.
He left behind him a well-run, profitable bookstore in the care of its new owners; he took with him nothing but those personal possessions he could fit into his car, an ability to hold a conversation in Spanish, and a heightened appreciation for Tex-Mex food. It wasn’t hard to leave, though he would miss a few people. You couldn’t live in a place for two years without making friends, or at least, Dodge didn’t care to live like that.
Headed east on I-40 he admitted to himself that he had stayed too long. Amarillo had started to feel like home.
Dodge came to some other conclusions on the long drive cross-country. First, he had had enough of bookstores for a while, and of more intellectual pursuits in general. After this next project—he’d give Scriveners fourteen months, sixteen at the outside—he would look for something very different. As soon as he got settled and things were on track, he’d start the research. Someplace in the north for a change, enough of the red states already. Albany or Seattle or Madison.
His second conclusion was that he was really ready for a dog. A dog would be company on these long drives. The right dog could spend the day with him at work. The right dog was good for business, and even better when it came to early-morning runs. He’d find the nearest shelter once he got settled in Lamb’s Corner.
Dodge took his time with the drive. When the urge hit him, he stopped in small towns to see what they had to offer, which businesses were solid and which storefronts empty. Paying attention to the display windows, what was in them, whether anybody stopped to look. He had been studying the body language of shoppers for years. It was all about figuring out what people thought they wanted, and if you approached it just right, actually selling them something they wouldn’t feel bad about the next day, and at a profit. He had a head for business, a natural talent for numbers and planning and strategy, but it was reading people that was his true talent, and the part of retail he liked best.
At three or so every day Dodge started looking for a motel, settled in and read late into the night, choosing at random from his pile of books. South Carolina: A History. The Mind of the South. I’ll Take My Stand: The South and the Agrarian Tradition. South Carolina’s Civil War. South Carolina: An Economic Profile. A South Carolina Chronology.
He made notes in the margins of the reports that he had solicited and paid for on the town itself. History, economics, politics. When it came to numbers he didn’t like surprises, and never shied away from bad news.
He had books on pens as well. On their history, composition and construction, lore, repair, and the collectors’ market. Those books he saved for later, when he could study the two thousand examples he had just bought from Robert Lee Cowper as he read.

DODGE HAD A ROUTINE WHEN HE ARRIVED IN A NEW PLACE. IT was his belief that a town had to be approached slowly, quietly, and with the sure knowledge that you were going to get some things wrong, no matter how much time and research you put in before you ever got there.
He found a motel just outside Lamb’s Corner, an independent that had evaded the long reach of the chains and stayed true to its origins: ten two-room cabins that had last been overhauled sometime in the fifties. He checked into Raddie’s Café (Hot Biscuits, Country Ham) and Cabins (Television, Air-Conditioning), accepting the key to number three from Raddie himself, and sidestepping questions about where he was headed by asking about the deer racks mounted on the office wall.
Dodge took a shower, stretched out on the nubby bedspread, and called his sister.
“I’m here.”
Nora said, “I was wondering about you. Where is here again, exactly? Benning or Jackson?”
Dodge settled back on the motel bed and balanced the phone on his belly. Nora was trying to wind him up, but he knew her tricks.
“Benning’s way over on the Georgia–Alabama border. I’m a couple few hours from Charleston in one direction the same from Savannah in another.”
“And?”
“Fort Jackson is maybe three hours.”
“Hooah,” said Nora.
“When are you going to stop navigating the country by army base?”
His sister said, “What is it this time, again? Fountain pens?”
“Fountain pens, antique, vintage, and plain old. Paper, stationery, cards, stuff to write on. The good old boy who started the shop back in the seventies wants to travel the world, and I liked the sound of this place. Something a little different for a change.”
“You know what would be a little different?” Nora said. “If I could get your niece out of bed without deploying tactical weapons.”
They settled in for a long talk. Nora had three kids, two dogs, a clinical therapy practice she shared with her husband, and a big house in Brooklyn. She was always tense at the start of her weekly conversations with Dodge, and usually calmer at the end, when they went through their standard list of questions.
“The old folks?”
Nora said, “You know, someday you’re going to slip and call them that where the Colonel can hear you. Then you’ll find out how old he is. I talked to Mom, what, a couple days ago.”
“And?”
“The usual.”
Dodge decided not to pursue that subject. “The boys?”
“You’ll have to explain to me sometime how it is I turned into clearing-house central.”
“You’re the youngest, you’re maternal, and you’ve been in the same house with the same phone number forever.”
Nora grumbled, but she told him what he wanted to know. Dodge’s two younger brothers—both of them Army JAG corps lawyers made in the image of their father—had reported in to Nora within the last week. Tom was in Germany and Jimmy at Fort Lewis in Washington.
“You coming for Thanksgiving this year?”
Dodge waited a beat and she said, “Okay, yes. The Colonel will be here.”
“I’ll see what I can do,” Dodge said. “I can’t promise you Thanksgiving, but I wouldn’t miss Christmas.”
“I want you to think about Thanksgiving,” Nora said.
“I’m thinking about it.”
“Hmmmmm,” said Nora.
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DODGE SPENT his first full day in Lamb’s Corner walking around the town but avoiding Lambert Square. He explored the old downtown block for block, counting abandoned stores with soaped windows, taking mental notes of the rest. A laundromat and dry cleaner, an empty space with a sun-faded sign in the window: Polly and Mister have moved to Lambert Square. Come on by for a cup of coffee. A repair shop window full of toasters, irons, radios; a drugstore with a sun filter like a thick yellow skin pulled down between the window and the dusty display of boxes and bottles. Aspirin. Gold Bond powder. Alka-Seltzer. A barbershop, a beauty parlor, a pawnshop. The Food Lion’s sign needed paint; most of the buildings downtown did, including the one that housed the Moulton County sheriff’s office and the volunteer fire department. Two patrol cars out front looked well maintained but long past prime.
The Augusta Lambert Memorial Public Library was small but well kept. Dodge went right by without stopping; librarians were curious types and he wasn’t ready for questions.
He paid fifty cents for the Lamb’s Corner Times, a low-key, small-format four-page paper, more than fifty percent advertisements for back-to-school sales, supplemented by short reports on the city council meeting, a church picnic, new arrivals at the library, changes in the faculty at the grade school, and a half dozen other items of importance to the citizens of Lamb’s Corner and nobody else at all.
A starker view of the local economy was to be found in the lobby of the credit union, where a bulletin board was lost beneath many layers of handwritten advertisements. Index cards and half sheets of paper, with telephone numbers carefully printed and then cut into a ruffle, thumbed photos, scribbled notes. Fifteen-year-old cars with a couple hundred thousand miles, must-sell motorboats and double-wides, wedding dresses, quilts, older computers. Blue Heeler, works cows good. Kittens free to a good home. Coca-Cola puzzle framed as a picture $25 cash. Guns, ammunition, a bowling ball. Sears Deep Freeze, 5 years old. Runs real good. Home beauty parlors, laundry and cleaning and dressmaking services, families looking for good day care that wouldn’t break the budget. Church bake sales and a meeting of Al-Anon. The Dorcas House Shelter needed donations of diapers, toys, money. The Moulton County Humane Society was hoping for pet food, chew toys, old towels, and blankets. Dodge made note of the address.
What the bulletin board made clear was that Lambert Square alone couldn’t pull the city out of its economic slump.
Dodge went into the chamber of commerce, where a very young receptionist took off his headphones long enough to hand the newcomer the literature he asked for. All stuff he had already.
“So,” Dodge asked in a conversational tone. “When does construction start on the Kallsjö plant?”
The kid perked right up. He said, “Nobody knows for sure. Or maybe the mayor knows, but she ain’t saying. I’m guessing any day now we’ll hear about the groundbreaking. Mary Sue Bushnell, the real estate lady? She’s been driving around a lot and not saying much, which if you knew Miz Bushnell, you’d know something’s up. My guess is whoever’s coming down here to oversee the whole construction business? They’ll need places to live. There’s some big old fancy houses on the edge of town—” He broke off suddenly and gave Dodge a penetrating look.
“You’re not one of them, are you? One of those Kallsjö people, come over from Sweden?”
Dodge, who looked a lot like his grandfather Papadapolous, held up both palms. “No, no. Not me.”
“Oh. Good. Well, they’re not here yet but they’re coming. Papers signed and everything.” A startled look came over his face, as though somebody had prodded him with a pin.
“What was I thinking?” he asked himself aloud, and he pulled a photocopy out of a box sitting right on his desk. A newspaper article reproduced on blindingly yellow paper.
“Look here,” he said. “The latest news about those Swedes.”
Dodge took the sheet and ran his eyes down the article about the change in Lamb’s Corner’s fortunes, the one that had swayed Dodge’s decision to buy out Scriveners:
Lamb’s Corner Times
KALLSJÖ PLANS ON SCHEDULE
Moulton County can look forward to greeting a lot of new neighbors sometime in September, when the first wave of Kallsjö executives arrive in town. The Swedish manufacturer of personal and commercial vehicles finalized its purchase of Langtree Plantation six months ago, and soon will begin the construction phase that will bring their North American headquarters and a state-of-the-art assembly plant to our community.

Founded in 1930 by Magnus Gyllensting, Kallsjö’s U.S. market share has grown steadily over the last twenty years. Industry analysts attribute Kallsjö’s success to its reputation for low-emission, high-fuel-economy vehicles and its investment in research and advanced technologies. Within two years Kallsjö projects the plant will employ 4,500 people.

There has been no official announcement regarding which vehicles will be manufactured here, but some believe the most likely candidates are the two models that sell best in the American market: the Freya, a compact four-door sedan with high safety ratings and excellent gas mileage, and the Thor, a hybrid car famous in the industry for its quirky design, which many pronounced misguided and doomed, but which immediately found a large and appreciative market.

Mayor Maude tells us that she expects Beate Gyllensting, director of North American operations and the great-granddaughter of the company’s founder, to be one of the first to arrive, and that her stay in Lamb’s Corner will be a lengthy, if not a permanent, one. We encourage our readers to submit questions to be put to Miss Gyllensting when we meet with her soon after her arrival.

“I expect the jobs will be welcome,” Dodge said.
“Yes, sir, they surely will be. I’m hoping to get one in the office there myself. Are you thinking of relocating to Lamb’s Corner?”
“You never know,” Dodge said, and left the kid to think about that.
That afternoon he walked out to the west side of town, through a neighborhood of older houses on streets named after Confederate generals: Ewell, Armistead, Polk, Hill, Pickett, Mosby, Beauregard. The biggest of the houses were clustered on Ewell, many of them built long before air-conditioning or central heating. There were a lot of very old trees: palmettos, tupelos, magnolias and dogwoods, loblolly pines and camellias. A huge live oak with a crown span of a good hundred feet cast deep shade over a Greek Revival behemoth in need of a new roof. The architectural styles ranged from Queen Anne to Craftsman to Spur-of-the-Moment. One small cottage had been painted a bright pink and sat like a playhouse in the middle of a lush garden. Many of the houses had weathered FOR SALE signs bristling with exclamation marks and breathless announcements of lowered prices.
There was what looked to be an empty lot overrun by kudzu, but on second glance Dodge made out the indistinct lines of a small house swallowed up by the vines, like a lump in a snake’s belly. It was a disquieting image. The elderly black man who was working in the front garden of the neat house just across the road deserved something better to look at. He seemed to hear Dodge thinking about him, because he looked up and smiled. Touched a knobby old hand to the Atlanta Braves baseball cap and called out.
“Morning, sir. Can I help you find something?”
Dodge walked across to him. “I’m just taking a walk, but thank you.”
The old man scratched his chin with his wrist. “Saw you looking at the Abbotts’ place. Been on the market three years now. Bet you could get a good price.”
“I’m not ready to buy just yet,” Dodge said.
“Oh see, I thought maybe you were one of those Swedes come into town early.”
Dodge laughed. “You’re the second person to say as much to me. Do I look Swedish to you, Mr.—”
“Schmidt. Lamont Schmidt. Would you have guessed me for a German?”
Dodge grinned. “I take your point. I’m John Dodge.”
He shook the older man’s hand, which was surprisingly small and fine-boned, but strong.
“I’m keeping you from your work. It’s a beautiful garden you’ve got there, even this late in the season.”
Lamont Schmidt looked over his shoulder at the rectangle of grass surrounded by flower beds, the neat house of painted brick, and the deep wraparound porch.
He said, “It’s a nice property, yes it is. One of the sweetest little houses in Lamb’s Corner. But it ain’t mine, Mr. Dodge. I work part-time for a property management company out of Columbia? And they send me by here twice a week or so to see that things are working the way they should, look after the garden. Let me give you my card, in case you decide to buy the Abbott place and settle down right here. You could do worse.”
His card was a little soft around the edges, as if it had spent a long time in his shirt pocket. Dodge wished the old man a good day and headed off, feeling good about Lamb’s Corner. Comfortable, and at ease with the series of decisions that had brought him here.
He liked the neighborhood with its wide streets and old trees, but there was nothing particularly unusual about it. Every southern town had these neighborhoods. His father had grown up in one just like it. His grandmother Lucy still lived in that house, and told anybody who would listen that she scrubbed her own floors and hung out her own laundry and would do both until she dropped down dead. He’d have to find time to go spend a weekend with his grandmother or he’d never hear the end of it.
Dodge turned a corner and found himself on the edge of what had once been farmland. He walked a quarter mile to a group of outbuildings—a half-collapsed barn, a greenhouse minus its glass, sheds. And a sign done in bright yellows and oranges, its cheery message pockmarked by birdshot: Welcome to Historic Langtree Plantation. A stylized map with red rectangles to indicate the locations of the original buildings and fields along the river. Docks and boathouses, the plantation house, destroyed by fire 1970. The slave quarters. Tobacco and cotton sheds. Sugar house. The family cemetery, relocated 1990. Blacksmithy. Wainwright. Bake House. Tours by appointment, please inquire at the Lamb’s Corner Public Library.
A quarter mile away a fence ran along what must have been the property boundary, dotted with warning signs and neat patches of purple posting paint. On the other side a cluster of maybe two dozen mobile homes on sizable lots, some with small gardens. A few were in poor shape, but Dodge had seen far worse on his drives across the country.
Somewhere in one of the reports he remembered a short paragraph about the agreement Kallsjö had made: they would build a certain amount of low-income housing on the other side of Lamb’s Corner. And so in a matter of months the mobile homes would be gone, and an entire automotive manufacturing plant would have risen out of the ground. It would look like another planet.
At the café where he ate his lunch Dodge listened to men in work clothes talking about what was to come, their moods shifting from pragmatic to cynical to philosophical and back again.
It’s our past, one of them had said. It’s our history they’re paving over.
An old black man with rheumy eyes had shrugged. It’s food on the table. And that was the end of the discussion.
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THE NEXT MORNING Dodge went to sit in Lambert Square before the shops opened.
The plan was to stay right there for as long as he could manage to get away with it. First he had to find a good spot—in this case a well-situated bench in the shade. Then he settled down with an open book in his lap. Sunglasses gave him the freedom to watch the crowd without causing alarm. He meant to look like just another stranger in a place where strangers were welcome, a guy with some money in his pockets, resigned to waiting while his wife or girlfriend or kids shopped.
So his first couple hours in Lambert Square on a very warm morning in early September, Dodge observed. He saw a commercial space put together with care and foresight and imagination. A rectangle of park, lots of trees for shade, a fountain in the middle, and paths that wandered among flower beds. Dodge thought of Lamont Schmidt, and wondered if he’d see him here, watering and weeding. On the far end of the park an elderly man sat on a bench and threw a ball for two very attentive dogs.
The longer redbrick buildings on two sides of the park had been divided into retail shops. The architect had knocked out space for display windows and added dark green canvas awnings. Heavy doors were painted red or yellow or blue. Flower pots flanked windows and spilled over with more color. On the far side of Lambert Square, the two corner buildings stood detached from another redbrick building between them. The fourth side, at Dodge’s back, was partially open to River Road and the Chicopee itself, just beyond.
There was a lot of foot traffic. Polly’s Café and the bakery had opened hours before, and the outdoor tables were full. People drifted into the square by means of covered walkways that came from the parking structure and went right by Scriveners display windows, which were, Dodge saw with some dismay, filled with boxes. Most of the shoppers were women, many with kids who looked longingly at the park but got dragged indoors anyway. A good proportion of people over fifty and, judging by their clothes and shoes and purses, with some money to spend. Lambert Square was a place where the locals worked, but no doubt most of Lamb’s Corner’s school shopping was happening fifteen miles away at the Stephensville Kmart or Target, where they got five or six outfits for the price of one of the designer dresses spread out like butterflies in the display window of Jennifer’s Rabbit.
The shop in the corner opposite Scriveners seemed to draw a lot of attention. Dodge consulted the map he had picked up outside the information kiosk. Cocoon: Antique, vintage & quality bedding, linen & sleepwear. Someplace in one of the reports was a page about Cocoon. All he could recall just now was that the owner was the only non-native of South Carolina. Or had been, until Dodge bought out Robert Lee Cowper.
Mostly Dodge watched Scriveners’ front door, which provided him with concrete evidence of what he knew in theory: the shop was in trouble. In an hour exactly two people went in, one of them most likely Lincoln Kay, an older man, tall and concave of chest. Under a bald head his face was long and thin. The other was a woman in pajamas. Bright pink pajamas with some kind of flowery pattern, and matching high-heeled slippers covered with floppy silk roses. Above a face with a pointed chin and wide cheekbones, her hair was short and layered, the kind of cut that would require next to no attention.
Dodge was trying to make sense of the fact that she was wearing pajamas to carry a pile of papers across Lambert Square when he remembered the letter he had in his pocket. It had come along with the last of the paperwork after the sale, written with a fountain pen in Cowper’s old-fashioned, tiny script. As I will be gone by the time you get to Lamb’s Corner, here are a few notes to get you started on the right foot. Needless to say this is a somewhat sensitive document and I would appreciate it if it didn’t come into public circulation. I would like to come home to Lamb’s Corner one day without fear of tar and feathers.
The older man had written his thoughts on most of his neighbors in Lambert Square. His tone was so forthright and uncensored that Dodge had the idea that he might have been under the influence at the time. Now he skimmed the pages until he found the parts he wanted.
Lincoln Kay. A couple few things about Link. First, he knows you can’t do without him as he’s got every bit of information about the business not to mention the whole inventory locked up in his old bald head. Second, he’s a lot smarter than he wants you to know he is. Finally, he’s got a heart as soft as pudding, a taste for gossip, and an eye for anything in skirts, though he never married. I suggest you don’t depend on Link for news, because when the truth runs up against a good story, he’ll sacrifice the truth every time.

Julia Darrow. Charlie Darrow was the architect who handled the restoration of the old printing plant into what is now Lambert Square. Julia is Charlie’s widow. She moved down here from Chicago five years ago, just shortly after Charlie died. Pretty much everybody likes Julia, even those who disapprove of Yankees on general principles. She’s the president of the merchants’ cooperative, she runs a very profitable business, coordinates a whole network of women who do fine needlework all throughout South Carolina and Georgia, and she fosters three or four rescue dogs at a time. I don’t think the woman ever sleeps. She’s right friendly when you run into her on the square, but after hours mostly she keeps to herself. Julia has four full-time employees, all women and all contentious in one way or another. You want to watch out for Exa most especially, as she has never run into a rumor she didn’t take to heart. The Cocoon ladies wear pajamas the whole day long, so you’ll know them when you see them.

“HOPING FOR A CANCELLATION?”
Dodge started. He turned the letter over in his lap and looked at the old man who had sat down beside him. “Pardon?”
“Mrs. Tindell’s.” He jerked a thumb over his shoulder to the restaurant behind them. “Lunch at Mrs. Tindell’s? You know you need a reservation. Me and Josie here, we’ve had our reservation for three months.”
“It’s been five months, dear,” said his wife.
They were born and bred southerners, Bob and Josie Beales of Memphis, visiting relatives in Savannah and out on a long day trip. Dodge introduced himself in a way that he hoped would forestall a lot of questions. John Dodge, Brooklyn, New York.
“You don’t sound like Brooklyn,” said Bob Beales.
“He don’t sound like South Carolina, either,” said his wife.
“Army brat,” said Dodge. “My sister lives in Brooklyn. I use her place as a home base.”
It was a gamble. A certain kind of veteran would take this information as an invitation to an hour of war stories. Dodge was relieved to see that Mr. and Mrs. Beales were more concerned about their lunch. Others had begun to assemble in front of the restaurant, mostly couples, some with children.
“I hear the wait for a spot at the dinner table is closer to six months now,” Josie Beales told him.
Dodge turned to consider the redbrick building behind him. Once it had been the general manager’s residence, and it sat like a squat bulldog where tall cast-iron gates opened onto Chicopee River Road. Now a simple black-and-white sign stuck in a large pot of flowers announced that this was indeed Mrs. Tindell’s Restaurant, Reservations Strongly Advised. Below that today’s menu had been written in chalk. Bob and Josie would be eating trout fried in cornmeal, corn and red pepper relish, tomatoes, potato croquettes, biscuits, and something called Coronation Butterscotch Pie for dessert.
“I have heard that it’s a good place to eat,” John Dodge said. “But I’m not here for lunch.”
“Then he must be waiting for somebody,” Mr. Beales suggested to Mrs. Beales, as if Dodge were a painting to be analyzed for hidden meanings.
She said, “A good-looking man like that, he’s waiting for his wife.”
“I’m not married,” Dodge said.
“Exactly,” said Josie Beales. “That’s why you’re waiting.”

IT WAS ONLY THE FIRST OF A SERIES OF UNSETTLING CONVERSATIONS that followed one after the other for the rest of the day. The Bealeses had no sooner gone into their lunch at Mrs. Tindell’s when two men came out of Swagger’s Hook and Hackle and marched right toward Dodge.
It was an interesting pair. The taller of the two was a man who might have been seventy, but was nowhere near calling it quits. This was somebody who worked hard for a living and always had. He wore a leather apron over a collarless shirt, the sleeves rolled up to show muscular forearms, loose trousers of some odd material, and suspenders. He could have stepped out of a time machine from the year 1850, down to the long white hair tied at the nape of his neck with a piece of rawhide. Dodge searched his mind and came up with a name: Joe Don Landry, from Sand Happers Sutlery. Landry’s expression was guarded, a little reluctant. His friend was clearly the motivating force in this march across the park.
The smaller man was carefully dressed, with knife pleats in his trousers and shirtsleeves, and a haircut that would have put a marine to shame. He weighed all of 120 pounds and looked like the type who would break into a sweat knocking over an empty trash can, but enjoy himself doing it.
When they were still out of hearing, they stopped to argue a bit and Dodge took the chance to look through Cowper’s letter.
Joe Don Landry. Joe Don is a good old boy in the best sense. Neighborly, quick to offer help and good with tools. He lives and breathes the War Between the States. Knows more about it than most history professors, and will try to talk you into joining his Book Club of the Confederacy. He’s away quite a bit, attending battle reenactments all over the South. He sells those historical buffs uniforms and boots and swords and such. He also shoes their horses and he’s an excellent gunsmith. Jo Don’s daughter Sue-Ann owns Charmed, the little jewelry store just across from him on the square. They are good solid folks, friendly, but they know how to mind their own business.

LRoy Swagger owns the Hook and Hackle. LRoy’s mama gave him the prettiest name she could think of and spelled it for the nurse the way it sounded to her. To this day I don’t think Miss Mae realizes her mistake. LRoy’s granddaddy and daddy worked the old printing plant until they shut down and as a result LRoy has never met a Lambert he couldn’t figure out how to dislike. He knows everything there is to know about fishing, as long as it involves a fly. LRoy is an award-winning fly tier. Beyond fish he talks football and Jesus and not much else. Married Janie Johnstone when they were both eighteen. Janie was born stone deaf and talks Sign Language with LRoy and their two boys, both married and settled in Columbia. The fact that Janie can’t hear LRoy when it gets going is why the marriage has lasted this long, or at least that’s how I explain it to myself. Otherwise it’s a plain mystery.

Dodge put the letter safely away in his pocket and stood up to greet the men who had resumed their way toward him.
“You must be Mr. Swagger and Mr. Landry. I’m John Dodge.” He held out his hand.
“Mister, you’ve been sitting there now two hours.” LRoy Swagger had a surprisingly deep voice, purest South Carolina low country. “We seen you, watching women go by. You tell me why I shouldn’t call down to the police station and report a lingerer and pervert, and maybe I’ll believe you.”
Dodge tried again, putting out his hand to Landry. “John Dodge, I just bought Scriveners. Glad to meet you.” Landry shook without hesitation, his pale blue eyes fixed on Dodge in a way that made him glad he hadn’t broken any laws lately.
“You got any identification?” Swagger asked.
It took five minutes of an extended introduction and his driver’s license before Swagger gave up the idea of calling in the police. He said, “I thought you’d be an older fella, buying Cowper out the way you did, cash straight up. You come from money?”
“Just now I came from Texas,” said Dodge. “But I was born in Charlottesville.”
Swagger’s mouth twitched, as if smiling was something he didn’t much approve. “This is no big city, Mr. Dodge—”
“I’d be pleased if you’d call me Dodge. It’s what I go by.”
Landry cleared his throat. “LRoy, the man is our new neighbor.”
“He’s a stranger.”
“I hope not for long,” Dodge said.
Swagger’s cheeks worked while he tried to decide whether or not he should be soothed, and then he remembered why he had come over.
“You see that building where my shop is?” He jerked a thumb over his shoulder. “That’s the old print foundry. My granddaddy and my daddy worked there. Never missed a day of work, except for when Uncle Sam sent ’em off to war. Joe Don here, his folks helped build the plant some hundred fifty years ago now. Now maybe this place in’t what it once was, but it is home, and we look out after one another.”
“Good to know,” said Dodge. He thought the men would retreat now, having established territorial rights, but it turned out they weren’t done with him yet.
“You know anything about the War?” Landry asked. Just the war. Wanting to see if Dodge would ask for clarification.
Dodge grinned. “My father is a good old boy Virginia born and raised, and a graduate of West Point. I cut my teeth on the War of Northern Aggression.”
Landry’s expression relaxed into something like a smile. “I run a little book group,” he said. “Maybe you’d be interested.”
“Well, sure,” Dodge said. “I’d be pleased to hear more about that.” And saw he had passed the first test.
Swagger was still scowling. “You fish?”
The next test. Dodge scratched his jaw and stared off into the middle distance. He said, “My daddy took me and my brothers out now and then on a weekend when we were coming up.”
There he went, sliding into the local rhythms, his sentences rearranging themselves like flowers turning their faces to the sun. It wasn’t so much a talent as a twitch, something he couldn’t stop himself from doing even when he made an effort. His sister and brothers had the same habit. What was unusual, and what would have earned him hoots of laughter, was calling Colonel T. R. Dodge of the Army JAG Corps Daddy.
“Fly fishing?”
“Is there any other kind?” Dodge said.
Swagger pursed his mouth in a reasonable imitation of a fish. “Come on by anytime,” he said. “I’ll set you up.”
From what Dodge had seen in Swagger’s show window, it would cost a minimum of five hundred dollars to put together basic gear. Dodge said, “I’ll see what I can do,” and LRoy Swagger retreated to rethink his strategy.
He turned his narrow head to Joe Don Landry and said, “Where do you think Mason has got to? I swear I don’t know what we pay him for, he provides about as much security as a puppy.”
As Landry and Swagger walked away Dodge became aware of the fact that there were people standing in every shop door as far as he could see. There was no hope for it. He got off his bench and set off to introduce himself to his new neighbors.
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