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For Dave, 
with thanks for bouncing those ideas back 
when I throw them at him




The CHOCOLATE Castle Clue




Chapter 1
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I didn’t set out to solve one of the biggest mysteries in Warner Pier’s history. All I intended to do was clean out the garage.

And I wasn’t happy about it. It was too pretty of a day to be cleaning out a garage. It was one of those glorious fall days with mellow light everywhere, a pale blue sky, soft air I wanted to wallow around in, and Michigan’s trees all wearing muted shades of yellow, orange, brown, rust, burgundy, and green.

I would definitely have preferred to be taking a boat ride out into Lake Michigan, hiking through the local nature reserve, eating an ice-cream cone in the Dock Street Park, or even sitting at my desk in the office of TenHuis Chocolade. But no, I’d put the garage storeroom off as long as I could. The time was here. I had to sort through it that afternoon.

Luckily, I had help. Dolly Jolly, chief assistant to the chief chocolatier for TenHuis Chocolade, was up to her vivid red hair in dirt and debris as the two of us investigated boxes and filing cabinets full of . . . well . . . stuff, and tried to fill up the bed of my husband’s pickup truck. Filling the bed of that truck was one of our goals, and it was already looking as if we’d fill it twice.

My husband, Joe Woodyard, drove a pickup because he owned a boat shop, so he had to be prepared to haul boats. He restored antique wooden power boats. That was half his workweek. During the other half he was a lawyer, practicing poverty law with a nonprofit agency thirty miles up the road, in Holland. The reasons for his split personality—professionally—are too complicated to go into, but I admire both his personas.

The garage storeroom Dolly and I were clearing out was across the alley, behind the TenHuis Chocolade factory, offices, and shop on Fifth Street in Warner Pier, Michigan. My aunt and uncle, Phil and Nettie TenHuis, founded the company (“Luxury Chocolates in the Dutch Tradition”) thirty-five years ago. Uncle Phil died in a car wreck five years ago, so Aunt Nettie was now sole owner of the company. I’m Lee McKinney Woodyard, their Texas niece, and I’ve been business manager for three and a half years.

TenHuis Chocolade had rented the garage and storeroom across the alley for twenty years. Uncle Phil, and occasionally Aunt Nettie, had used it to store obsolete equipment and old business records. More recently we’d crammed the contents of the garage side into the storeroom side so that Dolly Jolly could use the remaining half for her Jeep SUV. She lived in an apartment above TenHuis Chocolade, so a space down the stairs and just across the alley had been handy for her.

Aunt Nettie owned the TenHuis Chocolade building, but the storage space we were working on was in a building that faced the next street over. Now that building had changed hands, and the new owner wanted his space back. We had to vacate, and we couldn’t take all our stuff out until we’d sorted, tossed, and packed. I was prepared to rent a storage unit for the things we wouldn’t be able to get rid of, and Dolly would have to park on the street until another downtown garage  space opened up. Garage spaces in Warner Pier’s business district were scarce.

That Friday Dolly had moved her Jeep onto Fifth Street, so we had a fair amount of room for the sorting, tossing, and packing. After Labor Day there was always plenty of on-street parking in a resort town like Warner Pier.

We’d begun the day by piling up some pieces of old equipment for the dump and sending others to the secondhand restaurant-supply dealer. Aunt Nettie had declared all of it useless, “unless it goes to some museum.”

Next we’d packed up plastic buckets, plastic bins, and plastic lids from containers that had originally held fondant and other chocolate-making supplies. This was typical of Uncle Phil’s pack-rat tendencies: saving bins, buckets, and plastic lids for twenty years just in case anyone ever wanted them. No one ever had, and no one ever would. These we put into giant garbage sacks to be taken to the recycler. Joe had carried those away at midmorning.

I had rented a heavy-duty shredder, and after the plastic was gone, Dolly and I started on the papers.

Aunt Nettie was taking the day off, but she came by for a few minutes. She was descended from west Michigan’s Dutch pioneers—her maiden name was Vanderheide—and all she needed was a cap with starched wings and some wooden clogs to look as if she’d just stepped off a canal boat in Amsterdam.

“You two make me feel guilty,” she said, patting her gray and blond hair. “You’re working so hard, and I’m spending the week visiting with old friends.”

“You’ll work hard all week, since you’re the main hostess,” I said. “And you’ve worked hard to get ready for this reunion.”

“I just hope all the girls have fun.”

Aunt Nettie referred to her high school pals as “the girls” even though they were all in their sixties. It was the first time the group of six friends had all been together in more than forty years.

Their reunion was part of a larger one. Five years of Warner Pier High School graduating classes were to gather a week later. A banquet, a picnic, tours, a boat excursion out into Lake Michigan—all sorts of activities were planned.

Aunt Nettie had even ordered special molds so she could make Warner Pier High School mementos out of chocolate. Tiny models of the old high school (torn down thirty-five years ago), little diplomas, and miniature mortarboards had all been embellished with the graduation class years and were ready to be handed out to the old grads.

She had also created more historic molds, including a tiny version of the Warner B, the boat that brought one of the first groups of settlers to the area; the old Root Beer Barrel, a drive-in popular in Aunt Nettie’s youth; and the first school, a one-room structure torn down a hundred years ago. But the most spectacular chocolate piece was a model of the Castle Ballroom, a landmark in Warner Pier from the early twentieth century through the 1970s. Aunt Nettie had made a three-dimensional replica two feet high, plus smaller two-dimensional versions.

And Aunt Nettie and her five friends were the stars of the reunion. They had all worked together as waitresses at the Castle Ballroom and had also been a prize-winning vocal group at their high school. They were to perform again at the reunion banquet. Their private weeklong reunion was partly for fun, but it also gave them an opportunity to rehearse. They had to learn to sing together again.

Now Aunt Nettie gestured around the storage room. “This place is awful!”

“Is that your fault?”

“Actually, I think I’m pretty good about throwing things away. Apparently I even threw all my high school souvenirs away.”

“Oh, Aunt Nettie! I’m sorry.”

“It can’t be helped now. I have no idea when they disappeared.” She shrugged. “But Phil—well, he wanted to hang on to everything. Even those useless old buckets.”

We both smiled. One reason everything in the storage area was so dusty was that almost everything in it had been there since before Uncle Phil died.

“Uncle Phil was a wonderful person,” I said. “I’m sorry we have to get rid of his treasures.”

“Phil’s treasures are now officially declared trash!” Aunt Nettie’s vehemence made Dolly and me laugh. “If I get a break from the girls, I’ll come back and help you.”

Dolly’s voice boomed out. She can’t speak at a normal decibel level; every sentence is a shout. “We don’t want to be here until your reunion is over! We want to get through! So don’t worry about coming back!”

We shooed Aunt Nettie on her way and kept digging. I looked at things and tried to be ruthless, and Dolly operated the shredder. Tax records older than seven years, correspondence about orders for chocolates shipped back in 1990, bills paid long ago—all turned into strips of scrap paper. The garbage bags began to pile up.

At one o’clock Joe came back with his pickup, and the three of us filled its bed again. Joe, Dolly, and I then ate lunch in Dolly’s tidy apartment—she provided homemade pimiento cheese for sandwiches, and Joe picked up a carton of coleslaw.  We finished the meal off with some chocolates from the TenHuis reject bin—Italian cherry (“amarena cherry in syrup and white chocolate cream, encased in dark chocolate”) and Bailey’s Irish cream (“classic cream liqueur interior in a dark chocolate square”). They tasted wonderful, even though all of them had been embellished with the wrong designs on top.

After lunch Joe left, and I was finally ready for the three oldest filing cabinets.

I sighed. “Dolly, I don’t know what’s in those babies, but you’ve worked like a dog all morning. Plus, you fed Joe and me lunch. Why don’t you quit now?”

Dolly answered in her usual shout. “I don’t mind, Lee! I hate to leave you out here all alone!”

“Downtown Warner Pier isn’t exactly the wilderness, Dolly. And there are still people in the shop, just across the alley.”

“I know. But I’ll stay!”

I hated to admit it, but I appreciated her company. After all, Aunt Nettie and I had once made a very unpleasant discovery in that garage. And although we were in the middle of downtown, Warner Pier is a village of only twenty-five hundred, and we were a couple of weeks past the end of the tourist season, so it was pretty lonely in our alley.

The three filing cabinets were themselves oldies but goodies. I knew Aunt Nettie and Uncle Phil had started TenHuis Chocolade with secondhand office equipment, so these cabinets were already old when they had bought them. They were heavy even without the pounds and pounds of paper filling them. And they were sturdy. Today’s filing cabinets simply didn’t compare with these suckers. If their drawers had been locked—and luckily it seemed none of them were—it would have taken brute force to open them since we hadn’t seen any keys for them.

I pulled out the top drawer of the first filing cabinet and  resolutely started going through files. “More trash.” I muttered the words as I found a file folder full of brochures on food-service equipment for sale thirty years earlier.

“Hand it over!” Dolly boomed. She stuffed the brochures in the shredder, and I emptied the rest of the drawer. I didn’t even try to save the used file folders. They went into the trash.

The next drawer held employment files. I shuffled through them. They reached back to the first people Aunt Nettie and Uncle Phil had hired, during the third year they’d been in business. Before that they had done all the work themselves.

The earliest file, I saw, was one for Hazel TerHoot, who had been Aunt Nettie’s chief helper for more than twenty-five years. She had retired two years previously, and Dolly had replaced her. Today Hazel was one of the high school chums Aunt Nettie was entertaining.

The employment files ended ten years ago. I assumed the reason for their sudden halt was that Uncle Phil put such files on the computer about that time.

I didn’t have the nerve to toss out the old employment files, although I saw no use for them. I put them in a storage box. They’d go to the new rental unit.

I kept at it. One whole filing cabinet was full of correspondence. Three big drawers. I sighed. Honestly, Uncle Phil, I thought, who cares about a letter asking you to join the West Michigan Business Association in 1984? Bless your heart; you were a great guy, but what a pack rat! All the old letters went into the shredder.

There were drawers of bills. And drawers of tax records—not just the completed forms. Oh no! Uncle Phil had kept the supporting documentation as well. I began to fear the shredder would break down.

I slogged on. And on. And on. And finally—finally—I came to the bottom drawer of the third filing cabinet.

“Yahoo!” I stood up to stretch. I waved my arms in the air. “Dolly! I’m down to the last drawer!”

“Whoopee!” Dolly did a little dance. This was quite a sight, since she’s even taller than I am—I’m five eleven and a half, but Dolly’s six foot one—and is built more like an oak tree than a willow.

“I’ll get the push broom and start sweeping!” Dolly shouted. She went across to the shop.

After I’d stretched until my back felt a bit more like a back is supposed to feel, I pulled my folding chair in front of the final filing cabinet. I leaned over and pulled on the bottom drawer.

The darn thing wouldn’t open.

“Don’t tell me,” I said. “I finally came to a locked drawer.”

I jiggled. I tugged. I put my foot on the drawer above it and pulled the handle. It didn’t budge.

By then Dolly was back with the broom. She jiggled, tugged, and pulled on the drawer.

“Careful!” I said. “We don’t want to yank the handle off.”

“Why not? You said these cabinets were going to the dump!”

“I guess you’re right. We might as well pry it open. If we had something to pry with.”

“I’ll get my tool kit!”

“Tool kit?”

Dolly nodded. “When I left home my father gathered up some old tools for me! I think there’s a pry bar in the collection !”

She went across the alley to her apartment and came back with a wooden toolbox—the open, homemade kind with a  handle on top, like the ones carpenters are likely to carry. She plunked it onto a small workbench that was against the back wall on the garage side of the area. She flipped on the light over the bench—a mechanic’s work light that clamped onto a nail in the wall. The glaring light revealed the contents of the toolbox. And in the bottom of it was a strong-looking black crowbar about two feet long. Dolly waved it triumphantly.

“That ought to open anything in this garage,” I said.

Dolly inserted the narrow end behind the top of the locked drawer and pressed on it. The lock broke, and the drawer popped open about an inch.

“Aha!” I said. “You’ve done it. Now, I wonder what in the world Uncle Phil thought was worth locking up.”

I pulled the drawer out. The first thing on top was a trophy. It was lying on its side.

I picked it up. It had a heavy black base and was at least two feet tall. On its top was a model of a castle.

“What in the world?” Dolly’s voice boomed. “I can understand displaying a trophy, or I can see throwing it away! But locking it up seems kind of odd!”

I read the plaque. The top line was in small letters: FIRST PLACE, followed by the year. The next lines were in larger letters : TALENT SHOW. The final lines were very large: CASTLE BALLROOM.

“Oh, ye gods!” I said. “This is the trophy Aunt Nettie and her friends won the last night the Castle Ballroom was in business.”

I looked at Dolly. “But why did Uncle Phil lock it up?”




Chapter 2
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Dolly spoke in her usual shout. “Is this the group that’s having a reunion this weekend?”

“Yes. They’re having a sort of slumber party at Aunt Nettie’s tonight. Several of them are staying with her all week.”

I pulled out the first item under the trophy. It was a scrapbook. On the first page was a picture of six pretty young girls, dressed in the styles of forty-plus years ago. They were standing in that traditional angled pose—right shoulders toward the camera—that photographers use to get heads close together in a group shot. The caption under the photo read, THE PIER-O-ETTES. In smaller letters were the words PHOTO BY SHEPPARD STONE.

A young Aunt Nettie, with hair as fair as the gray-blond mixture she had today, was in the middle. I was surprised to realize that I recognized only one of the others. I knew two of the old Pier-O-Ettes very well, but Hazel TerHoot was the only one I could pick out of the forty-five-year-old photo.

Under the scrapbook was a framed certificate recognizing the Pier-O-Ettes for winning some high school competition.

“Until all this came up I never knew that Nettie sang!” Dolly yelled.

“I gather that this group won lots of high school contests,” I said. “Plus, they sang at community events.”

“I guess they never recorded or anything!”

“Not professionally. They broke up after their senior year.”

I lifted out more items. “Look. Here’s a box of souvenirs—programs and pins and notes and such.” I picked up a ribbon. It was attached to a cluster of what must have once been flowers. “Even an old corsage.”

I looked at Dolly. “This must be the stuff Aunt Nettie said was lost.”

Dolly nodded solemnly. “She’d like to have this!”

“I’ll take it over to her house after we’re through.”

I taped a new storage box together and wrote “Nettie’s Memorabilia” on the outside. The pictures and other items fit in easily, but the trophy was too large. I went across the alley to the TenHuis kitchen and got a plastic garbage sack and several dish towels. I wrapped the trophy in the towels and put it into the sack. Then I stashed all the items in my van, which was parked in my reserved spot in the alley.

Dolly and I finished sweeping the garage. Joe and I would come by later to pick up the boxes that were to go into the storage unit and to cart the empty filing cabinets away. Even empty, the cabinets were heavy, but I assured Dolly that Joe and I could load them into his truck.

I thanked Dolly for all her work and told her I’d close up the garage and the shop. Dolly ceremoniously presented me with the garage door’s remote opener as a sign that she no longer was going to park there.

“Here!” she shouted. “Add this to your string of fish!”

We both laughed, and I pulled the paraphernalia she was referring to from the side pocket of my purse. It was a short ring of chain—actual chain—with gadgets attached to it by  key rings. It held a miniature flashlight, a small Swiss Army knife, a zippered coin purse the size of a credit card, extra car and house keys, and a container of pepper spray. My friend Lindy Herrera had given it to me for Christmas. She called it the “no-harm charm bracelet,” because all the “charms” were related to personal safety.

Of course, no one could actually wear the thing on an arm. It was too bulky. Joe had joked that its main use for personal safety would be as a weapon.

“Hit an attacker with that collection,” he had said, “and you’d be likely to take his nose off.”

I didn’t use it for my regular car keys, of course. I kept those hooked to a ring that hung on the outside of my purse. But I’d used the knife and the flashlight of the “no-harm charm bracelet” a few times, and it was nice to know I had extra keys and a folded-up ten-dollar bill stashed away in my purse.

So I lugged it around, and now I held it up for inspection. “I can’t add the garage door remote,” I said. “It doesn’t have a ring on it to attach.”

I punched the remote then, and the garage door went down. But the light on the actual opener, the gadget overhead, didn’t go on.

“Dolly,” I said, “why didn’t you tell me the door opener’s light is out?”

“I always use the central overhead light instead of that one!” she yelled. “I just never got around to putting a new bulb in it!”

“Well, we’re not going to bother now,” I said. “We’ll turn the garage over to the owners with a dud bulb.”

Dolly and I were finally through with our chore.

Dolly went up to her apartment, and I closed the door for  the final time and went into the shop. It was nearly five o’clock, so the twenty-five women who were making chocolate were about to quit working. I checked to see that there were no immediate problems, then headed for the restroom. Its mirror confirmed that I looked as if I’d spent the day cleaning a dirty storeroom.

I wanted to drop the high school souvenirs by Aunt Nettie’s, and I was sure she’d introduce me to her old friends. It was going to take a little work to make myself presentable.

Luckily, I had some emergency makeup in my purse. After ten minutes spent cleaning up, I looked a bit more human. I took off my dirty sweatshirt and substituted a plaid wool shirt of Joe’s I found in the office closet. Heaven knows why it was there, but it almost made my jeans and tee look like a deliberately casual outfit.

I decided my grooming update would give me enough confidence to spend ten minutes with Aunt Nettie’s old school pals, and ten minutes was all I intended to spend. I was eager to get home and take a shower. That evening, I decided, Joe and I were going out for dinner.

Aunt Nettie and her husband, Hogan—she had remarried a year and a half earlier—lived in a pleasant white house built in the 1940s. They had remodeled it extensively the previous year. It was in Warner Pier proper, in contrast to the house where Joe and I live. We’re out on Lake Shore Drive, the road that skirts Lake Michigan. Every town on the Great Lakes has either a Lake Shore Drive or a Lakeshore Drive.

When I pulled up at Aunt Nettie’s, I saw two cars parked in her drive. Neither of them belonged to Aunt Nettie’s husband, Hogan Jones. Hogan, who is Warner Pier’s police chief, had conveniently arranged to be away teaching a two-week  workshop when the high school reunion came up. I had told him I found the timing highly suspicious, but he just grinned.

“I sure wouldn’t want Nettie talking to my high school friends,” he’d said. “I wasn’t in law enforcement when I was sixteen. More like law breaking.”

I got the box of souvenirs and the trophy out of the van and went to the front door. Before I could touch the bell, the door swung open, and all the confidence I’d tried to paint on with makeup and to add along with Joe’s wool shirt disappeared at the sight of the petite woman who faced me.

She was no more than five feet tall, and she probably weighed less than a hundred pounds. Her silvery hair was cut crisply, and her clothes were perfect. No jeans and plaid shirt for her. She wore perfectly tailored wool slacks and a sweater, both in winter white. Toes of brown boots peeked out from under her slacks, and her only jewelry was an intricately carved green jade necklace.

“I hope they’re gift wrapped,” she said.

It was Margo Street. The Margo Street. I’d been eager to meet her, but I hadn’t expected to be struck speechless when I did.

The Margo Street Aunt Nettie had gone to high school with was the same Margo Street who had been written up in Fortune magazine. The one who founded Sweetwater Investments. The one I had done a research paper on in college. The one I had admired as one of the nation’s top women in business.

The one who was glaring at me and making me feel that I must look like the ragged end of a misspent life.

My stomach flipped over, and I nearly dropped the box.

“Hi,” I said. “I’m Nettie’s noose.”

Ms. Street lifted one eyebrow.

“Niece!” I yelped the word. “Nettie Jones is my aunt.”

“Then you’re not from the frame shop?”

“No. I work for Aunt Nettie at TenHuis Chocolade.”

“I see. You’d better come in.”

I slunk in, still embarrassed over my slip of the tongue and surprised by her ungracious welcome. “Were you expecting someone else?”

“I requested a delivery. Perhaps I’d better call about it.” Ms. Street gestured toward the back of the house. “The others are out on the porch.”

Ms. Street—I certainly wasn’t bold enough even to think of her as Margo—disappeared into the bedroom hall, and I went through the dining room and toward the porch, wondering how this woman managed to look so young. There had been a fine network of wrinkles on her cheeks, so I didn’t think she’d “had work done,” as they say. But I would have guessed her age at late forties, if I hadn’t known that she’d graduated from high school the same year Aunt Nettie had. And Aunt Nettie was sixty-three.

Did having money make you look young?

As I entered the dining room, the kitchen door popped open, and Hazel TerHoot came through with a handful of silverware.

“Hi, Lee. I didn’t know Nettie invited you.” Her tone implied that I was not only uninvited, but also unwanted.

I didn’t take offense. That was Hazel. She completely lacked tact, but after working with her for a couple of years, I knew she didn’t really mean to be rude. Things just came out that way.

“I’m not here for the reunion dinner. I just brought something by for Aunt Nettie. Is she out on the porch?”

“Oh, yes. With the rest of the gang.”

Somehow Hazel made the word “gang” sound as if she thought her former classmates were planning to write graffiti all over Warner Pier or start a fight with a rival sextet. I didn’t understand, so I asked about it.

“Are things not going well?”

“Well enough. It’s just that—we’ve all grown in different directions. You know. It always happens that way. Life.”

“Aunt Nettie seemed to be looking forward to seeing everyone, Hazel. I thought you were, too.”

“Maybe I’m just not in the mood.”

I motioned with my box. “Hazel, if I had a hand free, I’d give you a big ol’ Texas hug!”

Hazel smiled and waved her handful of silverware. “I’ll collect one later, Lee. If you get close now, I might puncture you with a fork.”

“It’s nice of you to help Aunt Nettie out.”

Hazel shrugged. “Nettie was my boss for a lot of years. I’m used to helping her out.”

I gave what I hoped was an encouraging smile and headed on toward the porch. Hazel’s comment had surprised me. She had always appeared to be a happy housewife with few ambitions for a career, content with a job that paid her a reasonable wage and kept her in close contact with an old friend. But Aunt Nettie owned a successful business, and Hazel had merely worked for hourly wages. I wondered whether it rankled.

Aunt Nettie’s porch is comfortable and attractive, furnished with a collection of wicker pieces that include a couch and two large chairs with striped cushions. The porch was connected to the dining room by French doors. When I drew near them, I was greeted by a gale of laughter. Its fruity, rich tone told me Ruby Westfield was there.

Ruby might be the most interesting person in Warner Pier, or so I thought, and I paused to observe her for thirty seconds before I went out onto the porch.

Ruby probably held the Warner Pier record for marriages and divorces. She’d made it to the altar at least six times, and she had four children, each with a different father. And she’d done all this marrying and divorcing and reproducing in a town of twenty-five hundred people.

Amazing.

What was even more amazing was that each of Ruby’s husbands was an upstanding, responsible citizen. Ruby wasn’t one of those women who picked guys up in bars and rushed them to the altar after a few drinks. She also wasn’t one of the types who had public fights and kept the “domestic incident” statistics high. And she definitely wasn’t one of the sirens who went after married men. Each of Ruby’s husbands had been single, solvent, and sober when he fell for her. Each was also intelligent and gainfully employed. All the exes still lived in Warner Pier, and I knew several of them. One was an electrician, one owned a hardware store, one was street superintendent for the city, and one was a retired teacher. Two others I didn’t know much about.

None of the ones I knew ever had anything bad to say about Ruby. Even after the splits, all the men in her life liked her. Apparently Ruby simply had “it,” whatever “it” is.

The other remarkable thing about Ruby’s marital history was that she wasn’t particularly attractive.

If an actress were cast for a role like Ruby in a movie, the producers would select some sexy, ultra-good-looking gal. But Ruby was very ordinary looking, at least to me. She was plump and comfortable, with frankly gray hair and a happy smile. Plain. But the latest word around town was that the  city’s most eligible older guy—a doctor who recently retired here—had been calling on Ruby. None of us thought it unlikely.

Joe agrees that Ruby is plain, but he says she broadcasts pheromones. I guess that’s as good an explanation as any.

As for gainful employment, Ruby was an expert seamstress—so expert that she limited her clientele to brides and beauty queens. She created only gorgeous, elaborate, sequin-encrusted gowns for special occasions. She farmed the simpler bridesmaids’ dresses out to several other women. And not even the mothers of the brides argued with Ruby, or so I’d heard. If Ruby said a bustle would make the bride look fat, by golly, the bride did not wear a bustle. Her word was law, and brides came from as far away as Lansing or Grand Rapids for a Ruby original.

Ruby and Aunt Nettie were sitting in the big wicker chairs, facing the French doors. The matching couch was in front of the doors, with its back to the dining room.

“Hi, Lee!” Ruby said. She had a voice as comfortable as her figure. “We’re telling dirty jokes!”

Aunt Nettie laughed. “Just like high school!”

“Only now we understand them!” Ruby laughed again. “Nettie, remember how rotten we were to your brother?”

Aunt Nettie rolled her eyes. “Over the dirty jokes? We were awful!”

Ruby laughed. “Kids are so mean! Poor Ed. We probably gave him a complex.”

“What did you do to the poor guy?” I said.

Ruby had laughed until she was crying. She dabbed her eyes with a Kleenex. “Well, Ed was three years younger than we were, you know. The summer he was fourteen, he began to ask Nettie and me to tell him some dirty jokes.”

“Of course, we weren’t about to,” Aunt Nettie said. “You can tell your girlfriends dirty jokes, but not your younger brother!”

Ruby went on. “But we didn’t just tell him no. We told him he was too young—or maybe too dumb—to understand the jokes.”

I couldn’t help grinning. “That was mean!”

“Oh, we got meaner. Finally we told him a long story. I don’t remember all of it, but it ended with the sentence, ‘And the light was red!’ Then we laughed uproariously.”

“Of course, the story wasn’t dirty,” Aunt Nettie said. “It wasn’t anything. It was just nonsense. But after the buildup we’d given Ed—telling him he wouldn’t understand a dirty joke if we told him one—he didn’t dare admit he didn’t get it.”

“I’ll bet he puzzled over that story for years!” Ruby was still laughing. “Poor Ed.”

By then I was laughing, too. “You were rotten kids.”

“Oh, we were,” Ruby said. “Remember the time we caught the gym teacher and the principal’s secretary over by Van-Horn’s farm?”

“What!” I pretended to be shocked. “You were court-busting ? I thought only Texas kids did that.”

“Court-busting? Is that what you called it in Texas? We did it, too, though we didn’t have a name for it. But actually, that time we were with guys, and they were looking for deer, not necking couples.”

“And the guys swore us to secrecy,” Aunt Nettie said.

“The gym teacher was assistant track coach, and they didn’t want to get him in trouble.”

“If y’all are reminiscing,” I said, “I’ve brought something to add to the mix.”

I walked around the couch and put the box marked  NETTIE’S MEMORABILIA down on the coffee table. Then I pulled the trophy from the garbage sack, still wrapped in kitchen towels. Aunt Nettie and Ruby looked at me expectantly. I unwrapped the trophy and held it over my head proudly.

“Ta-da! Look what I found in one of the old filing cabinets.”

Aunt Nettie and Ruby got almost identical expressions. Their mouths formed big Os, and their eyes got wide.

And behind me, someone screamed.




End of sample
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