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“Albert’s characters are as real and as quirky as your next-door neighbor.”

—Raleigh News & Observer

 

“A charmed return to small-town Texas.”

—Library Journal

 

“China Bayles ... offers an appealing measure of hot chili lore to go with the abundance of hot water in which she finds herself ... a satisfying plot, not too spicy, just right.”

—Austin American-Statesman

 

 

“Chile (and chili) lovers should rejoice at this clever mystery ... suspenseful ... will be well received by mystery and chile aficionados alike.”

—Fiery Foods magazine

 

“The denizens of Pecan Springs are sympathetic and insightful, grand livers with flinty wit—a combination of the residents of Lake Wobegon and the Texas villages in Larry McMurtry’s novels. Albert’s writing and outlook suggest Molly Ivins, while China’s independence and sunbelt sleuthing will appeal to readers of Earlene Fowler’s Benni Harper series and Allana Martin’s Texana Jones novels.”

—Booklist

 

 

 

conlinued ...

Raves for  
SUSAN WITTIG ALBERT’S  
previous China Bayles mysteries ...

 

LOVE LIES BLEEDING ... 
“The best yet in an appealing series 
that just keeps getting better.”

—Booklist

 

 

RUEFUL DEATH ... 
“A page-turner.”

—Publishers Weekly

 

ROSEMARY REMEMBERED ... 
“Memorable, indeed.”

—Publishers Weekly

 

HANGMAN’S ROOT ... 
“Fine observation and sly humor.”

—Wilson Library Journal

 

WITCHES’ BANE ... 
“A delightful cast of unusual characters.”

—Booklist

 

 

THYME OF DEATH ... 
“Lively and engaging.”

—Fort Worth Star-Telegram
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Author’s Note

The Texas Hill Country is home to many picturesque small towns, but Pecan Springs is not among them. It is an imaginary place filled with (mostly) imaginary people to whom I have given make-believe lives. To the extent that you come to believe in them, I have succeeded in a writer’s most agreeable task: seducing her readers into the virtual reality of fiction. I plead guilty, however, to slipping a few genuine people, places, and events into this invented world, just to see whether you’re still awake.

Another thing: Occasional mention is made in these pages to the healing properties of herbs. These references are based on my research into the documented (and often scientifically verified) uses of medicinal plants, but are not intended to substitute for advice from a qualified health care practitioner.

And finally: I am asked from time to time whether humor might not distract readers from the underlying serious themes of the China Bayles mysteries, which involve violated trusts, broken dreams, and murder. For your consideration, I offer George Bernard Shaw’s celebrated answer to a similar question: “Life does not cease to be funny when people die any more than it ceases to be serious when people laugh.”




If You Know Beans About Chili  
You Know that Chili Has No Beans [image: 002]

 

You burn some mesquite 
And when the coals get hot 
You hunk up some meat and you throw it in a pot 
With some chile[image: 003]pods and garlic 
And comino and stuff 
Then you add a little salt 
Till there’s just enough 
You can throw in some onions 
To make it smell good 
You can even add tomatoes 
If you feel like you should 
But if you know beans about chili 
You know that chili has no beans.

 

 

If you know beans about chili 
You know it didn’t come from Mexico. 
Chili was God’s gift to Texas 
(Or maybe it came from down below) 
And chili doesn’t go with macaroni 
And damned Yankees don’t go with chili queens; 
And if you know beans about chili 
You know that chili has no beans.

 

 

Kent Finlay 
@ 1976 Paper Napkin Music, BMI 
used with permission.



 

[image: 004]Culinary note: To cook chili, you have to know how to spell. Chiles are peppers, ranging in temperature from mild to incendiary. Chili is a thick stew made with meat, peppers, herbs, sometimes tomatoes, and (if you live north of the Red River) beans. If you live in Springfield, Illinois, or other northern or easterns locations, you might spell chili with two I’s: chilli. Texans never make chili with beans, unless they’re looking for a fight.




CHAPTER ONE

The recorded history of the genus Capsicum begins
with Columbus, who undertook his voyage
of discovery in search of (among other things)
black pepper, the most valuable of Eastern
spices. Columbus did not find what he was looking
for, but in the opinion of many people, he bit
into something much better. He became the first
European to blister his tongue on a hot pepper.


China Bayles
“Hot Pods and Fired-up Fare”
Pecan Springs Enterprise


 

 

 

 

 

Most times, it isn’t easy to know where to start a story, or what to include in the telling. The threads of any present moment are spliced into the weave of the past in a complex and often inexplicable way, and just when you think you’ve got the pattern figured out, another seems to emerge and the meaning unravels. Or to use a different metaphor, the present and the past swirl together like different colors of paint you’re mixing in a bucket, one color marrying with the other in swirls that eventually belong to neither. Exactly when the two become something different than either are alone, it’s impossible to say.

I know where this story begins, although I don’t yet know how it ends, or what other stories may become  woven into it. My life got derailed when Mike McQuaid, on temporary assignment with the Texas Rangers, was gunned down on a lonely road west of San Antonio. Until that rainy February night, I was moving along with confidence into the future, dividing my time between my business (my herb shop, Thyme and Seasons), my family (McQuaid and his twelve-year-old son, Brian, with whom I live), and a few good friends. On that night, the sky fell, and for a long time I wondered whether the darkness would ever end. But one morning, to my surprise, the sun came up, and opened a new chapter.

I also know what this story, this chapter of my life, is about. It’s about partners and friends, partnership and alliance. It’s about deception and death and the various ways we fail in our obligations to one another. But it’s also about trust and teamwork and accepting our mutual interdependence.

But enough introduction. As Fannie Couch says, “Ain’t no point messin’ around. Tell the good part first and then the bad, and the rest will follow along on its own.”

Fannie is widely venerated as the oracle of Pecan Springs, Texas. I guess I’d better follow her advice.

 

 

The good part is that McQuaid is not going to die. The bullet that was lodged against his spine has done the worst of its damage, and unless some unforeseen complications occur during his long recovery, he’ll make it. He’s a strong, tough man who has been beaten, knifed, and shot before, during the years he was a Houston cop. He is a survivor. He’s surviving.

The bad part is, well ...

“He is going to walk again,” Brian says fiercely. He looks up at me with his dad’s eyes, steel-gray and angry  at the unfair hand that fate has dealt out to his father. He pushes back the dark hair that has fallen across his forehead and says it again, to convince himself and me. “He  is, China. I’m going to help him.”

“Sure,” I say, in as bright a tone as I can manage. Brian appears confident, but I know where his demons are corralled, and it’s not fair to add mine to the herd. I give him a hard quick hug, a rare thing between us, because he is after all a boy and I am not quite his mother. “How about taking a pizza when we go see him tonight?”

“Yeah.” Brian is determinedly, heartbreakingly cheerful. “With anchovies and jalapenos. And chocolate ice cream. No, Double Chocolate Fudge. He has to keep his strength up.” The fierce look is back. “He’s going to walk again, China. I know he is.”

McQuaid’s parents aren’t so sure. When we meet at the hospital, Mother McQuaid is red-eyed and tearful and her smile sags under its own weight. Like Brian, she is intent on keeping McQuaid’s strength up, delivering enough cookies, cakes, and hand-knitted argyle bed socks to supply every patient in the hospital.

But Dad McQuaid is angrily bluff, in turn raging at the nurses and ranting at the doctors. “Them guys’re s’posed to be so smart, how come Mike ain’t walkin’ yet?” he demands. “What’d they learn in medical school? What’re they doin’ for all that money they get paid?” Then the anger empties out, and he’s limp and despairing and numb. “He ain’t never gonna walk agin,” he says to me outside the room, wiping his eyes. I murmur disagreement but pat his shoulder, mimicking Brian’s comforting gesture. I feel as if we’ve all been flung into deep water, and Brian and I are the only ones who can swim.

No, that’s not true. There’s my mother, who not only knows how to swim but is sure that she is strong enough to tow the raft, with all of us aboard.

My relationship with Leatha has been an unhappy one, even after she sobered up a couple of years ago, married Sam, and moved from her luxurious Houston home to his rather primitive ranch near Kerrville. It’s hard to forgive her for not being the mother I wanted so desperately when I was growing up, hard to forget coming home from school and finding her already embarked on her own private happy hour, which invariably ended when I put her to bed, drunk as a skunk, and cooked a frozen dinner for myself. I know, I know—it’s all in the past and I should bury all those toxic memories and live with what she is now, a recovering alcoholic who desperately wants to be a part of her daughter’s life. But it’s been a stubborn hurt. The only time we’ve held one another in years was the night McQuaid was shot, when we wept with our arms wrapped around each other.

Which Leatha took as an invitation. A week after the shooting, I opened the door one afternoon and saw her lugging three suitcases, two cosmetic cases, and a carton of self-help books up the porch steps. In my surprise, I didn’t protest hard enough, and the next thing I knew she had installed herself in one of the guest bedrooms of the large Victorian house that McQuaid and I leased last year. Having resprayed her silver bouffant and renewed her mauve lipstick, she came into the office where I was on the phone and the computer at the same time, checking the ad copy that was due at the Pecan Springs Enterprise  office that afternoon. Brian was there, regaling me with details of the lunchtime fight he had with his friend Arnold and demonstrating the actual kung-fu punches and kicks they had traded, punctuated with pows and blams. And  Howard Cosell, McQuaid’s elderly and ill-tempered bassett hound, was parked under my chair, licking a sore paw and complaining in his gravelly voice that the boy was interrupting his nap.

Leatha raised her voice above these cacophonies. “You’ll be spending a lot of time with Mike and you can’t neglect your business,” she announced briskly, “so I’ve come to stay for a while. As long as you need me.”

I put down the phone. “I don’t need—”I started to say, but Brian preempted me.

“That’s cool,” he said, stopping his martial arts demonstration and getting straight to the heart of the matter. “Can you make waffles for breakfast? China used to, but she’s too busy right now.”

“You’re old enough to make your own waffles, Brian.” I spoke more shortly than I intended, but I was annoyed that he’d gone over to the enemy so quickly. To my mother, I said, “Brian and I can manage for ourselves, Leatha. Anyway, Sam will get lonely—and what will happen to all your projects?”

The energy that Leatha once poured into the bottle now goes into worthwhile causes. She has taken on Kerrville’s Friends of the Library, the Courthouse Restoration Project, and the Hospital Auxiliary. To judge from the newspaper clippings she sends, she is a one-woman volunteer army, always anxious to help whoever seems to need it. To be honest, I find this pungently ironic. Where was she when I needed her, forty or so years ago?

“Sam won’t be lonely long,” Leatha said with equanimity. “His oldest daughter by his first wife left her husband and is moving back home with the baby. And his youngest son has dropped out of college and is living in the bunk-house.” I don’t try to keep up with the comings and goings of Sam’s family, which seems to ebb and flow like some  sort of mysterious tide. “And the projects will just have to take care of themselves for a while. I’m taking care of you,  China.” She smiled at Brian. “You, too, Brian. And maybe, some of these weekends, you can go to the ranch with me. That river is full of fish just dying to be caught, and Sam hung a rope swing in the cypress tree, over the swimming hole. He also bought a big brown horse named Rambo. He’s got four white socks and a white blaze on his forehead—and he’s the perfect size for a big guy like you.”

I gritted my teeth. Flattery, flattery.

“Rambo!” Brian squealed excitedly. “Oh, wow.” He turned to me. “When can I go, China? When, huh?” Then he stopped and pulled his dark brows together, looking serious. “But maybe I better not. I better stay and cheer Dad up. He gets kinda down sometimes.”

I made another effort. “Leatha,” I said, “Brian and I really don’t need—”

“Yes, you do,” she said, very firmly. “You certainly do. Both of you.”

Brian looked from one to the other of us, figuring the angles. The ranch might not be in the cards, but there were always waffles. “Blueberry is my favorite,” he said.

“Mine too,” she said with a bright smile that showed all her teeth. “I absolutely adore making blueberry waffles. Meanwhile, maybe you can tell me where the laundry soap lives. There’s a pile of very muddy jeans in the bathroom.” She wrinkled her nose. “With a monstrous creature on top. It is green.”

I was bemused by the thought of my elegant mother (who for years had a maid to rinse out her stockings) actually washing Brian’s grubby jeans and making blueberry waffles for him. But Brian (who is supposed to put his own jeans in the washer) was enthusiastic.

“I’ll show you the soap,” he offered helpfully. “The  monster is Einstein. He’s an iguana, and he’s very smart. But he won’t bite unless he’s sitting in the sun.”

Leatha looked startled. “In the sun?”

“Yeah. Sunshine makes him frisky. It triggers his aggressive genes.” He prodded Howard Cosell with his toe. “Hey, Howard, you dumb old dog. Wake up. We’re going to do the laundry.” Howard Cosell raised his head and bared snaggly yellow teeth, promising that he would bite, if certain people didn’t go away and let him finish his nap.

Leatha had recovered her poise. “Well, come along, then,” she commanded, rattling her silver bangle bracelets. “And while I’m here, it might be better to keep Einstein in the dark.” She narrowed her eyes. “What about those other creatures of yours, Brian? That ... tarantula?”

“Ivan the Hairible? Oh, I still have him,” he said eagerly. “Would you like to see?”

Leatha shuddered. “I think not.” She turned around, surveyed me, and said, briskly, “Really, China, don’t you think you ought to get your hair cut? I’m sure Mike would appreciate a less straggly you when he’s able to be up and around.”

Howard Cosell gave a resigned sigh and covered his eyes with his paws. I suppressed a snarl and went back to the computer. I didn’t need a crystal ball to know that this arrangement was not going to work.

 

 

Through the long, anxious weeks that followed, I wasn’t sure which hurt most: being with McQuaid or not being with him. Like most people, I hate hospitals—the chill white sterility of the hallways and rooms, the antiseptic smell, the curt, crisp efficiency of the nurses. I wonder if they’re taught not to care in nursing school or whether those frozen faces come with the uniform—or whether  they really do care and have to pretend they don’t or fall apart.

But the hospital was only a backdrop to the real pain. Before the shooting, McQuaid was a big man with a big man’s powerful presence, a former football quarterback and ex-cop who’d kept his strong muscles and his flat belly and—most notably—his cheerful attitude. He could be commanding and authoritative, especially when he was lecturing in one of his classes at Central Texas State University, where he’s on the Criminal Justice faculty. But most of the time, he was confident and optimistic, your basic nice guy.

McQuaid was still big and still strong—it would take more than a couple of weeks on his back to change that—but the attitude was gone. Trussed up with plastic tubes, wired to machines, and able to move only his hands (even that little bit was an enormous improvement over the first few days, when he couldn’t move at all), he would close his eyes and go inside himself, away from me, silent, remote, utterly despairing. I understood what took him away, but my understanding didn’t ease his pain or calm his fear or bring him back from the dark place he had gone.

The suffering wasn’t just his, either. For five years, McQuaid had wanted us to get married. Out of pride in my independence and self-sufficiency, I had always refused—until just before the shooting, when I woke up to the way I really felt about him and was ready to agree. But by that time, he’d gotten involved with somebody else. With Margaret Graham, a woman fifteen years younger than me, his partner in an investigation into corruption high up in the Texas Rangers’ chain of command.

But although their brief affair was over and Margaret and I had become friends, the shooting changed  McQuaid’s view of the future—and his desire to get married. “Let’s let it ride for a while” was all he’d say when I brought it up. He didn’t have to tell me why. I knew that he feared he’d never be whole and healthy again, and he didn’t want to burden me with his care, with half a husband.

But as I sat beside his bed, reading provocative snippets from Constance Letterman’s gossip column in the Enterprise or reporting on my recent consultation with Brian’s math teacher or just watching Mike sleep, I would think of the numbing moment when I feared I had lost him, and feel grateful. Whole or half, healthy or disabled, it didn’t matter. McQuaid was here, he was alive, and that was enough.

Beneath the gratitude, though, I was heavy with sadness and loss. Why had I been so afraid of intimacy, of caring, of marriage? Why had I built such a wall against his love? If only I had been able to give more, we might have shared more. If only I hadn’t been afraid to be vulnerable, we might have been more open with each other. If only ... if only ...

At those moments, I had to turn away to keep him from seeing the tears. I didn’t want him to think I was weeping for him—for what he had been and might not ever be again. I was weeping for myself, and regretting what I had been.




CHAPTER TWO

There are about twenty species and hundreds of varieties in the genus Capsicum, indigenous to tropical America. In their native habitat, they are perennial and woody, growing to seven feet tall, though in American gardens they are grown as annuals, reaching a height of three feet. Two highly variable species of the genus provide New World peppers—the red peppers. Bell peppers, pimento, paprika, chile, and cayenne peppers all belong to the species Capsium annuum. The Tabasco peppers come from Capsicum frutescens, grown commercially in the Gulf states and New Mexico.

Steven Foster, Herbal Renaissance

 

 

 

 

 

 

If you’ve had an accident or major illness in your family, you know that there’s the crisis stage, then there’s what comes after. In some ways, it’s easier to cope during the crisis, because you’re so numbed by the pain that the main thing is just to stumble through it, trying not to think. When that part is over and the new realities begin to emerge, you have to plan and organize and think again. You have to alter your life to fit the changed circumstances. You have to do more than just muddle through, you have to carry on.

In many way, carrying on is easier in a small town like  Pecan Springs, where people care about you. They go out of their way to let you know that they’re thinking about you and hope it all turns out for the best—conventional small-town sentiments, maybe, but the kindness helps. There were lots of calls and best wishes during the crisis weeks McQuaid spent in the hospital in San Antonio, and after we brought him back to Pecan Springs, the concern continued.

“Ain’t seen you much lately,” Lila Jennings said one morning in mid-April, when I stopped at the Old Nueces Street Diner. “Figger you’ve been purty busy, with Mike out there at the Manor an’ your shop an’ all.” The Manor is the convalescent center and nursing home where McQuaid was now a resident, so he could do daily therapy.

Lila is fiftyish, with bleached blond hair, as thin as a stalk of Johnson grass. Three or four years ago, she and her husband, Ralph, bought the old Nueces Street Diner—a converted Missouri and Pacific Railroad dining car, rescued from oblivion and refurbished—and renamed it the Doughnut Queen in honor of Lila’s famous homemade doughnuts, which have been written up in every magazine and newspaper from Houston to El Paso. Ralph’s two-pack-a-day habit caught up with him last winter, but Lila’s daughter Docia moved down from Dallas to take over the kitchen duties. Docia suggested that they expand the menu and serve lunches and light suppers, so they put back the original sign and the Doughnut Queen is the Diner again. What goes around comes around, or something like that.

Lila filled my cup with steaming coffee and added, “How’s that ol’ Mike-boy doin’ since he moved in out there at the Manor? Chasin’ the nurses up’n down the hall. I bet.”

I grinned. “Not yet. But he will if his therapist has anything to say about it. She’s built like the Dallas front line, and about as mean.” Nobody was promising full recovery, but McQuaid had progressed from moving his hands to moving his arms, and the doctors were beginning to be optimistic about his chances for a substantial recovery.

Lila swiped the red Formica counter with a damp rag. “So what’re you havin’ this mornin’?”

I didn’t have to hesitate. “Raspberry doughnut and coffee.” I’d already eaten breakfast—cereal and orange juice with Brian, while he ate Leatha’s blueberry waffles. “Make that three doughnuts,” I amended. “I’ll take a couple out to the Manor for McQuaid.”

“Yeah, well, if I was you, I’d keep a eye on things out there,” Lila said, plumping one doughnut on a plate and dropping two into a brown paper bag. “We put Ralph’s mama in that place, first thing happened was somebody stole her teeth.”

With a grunt, Harkness Hibler shifted on the stool next to me. “Lila, I am so damn tired of hearin’ you tell that old tale. Ralph’s mama’s been dead ten years, and things’ve changed out there. Didn’t you read that investigative piece we did lastyear? The Manor is the best rehabilitation center in the state, bar none.”

Harkness is the managing editor at the Enterprise. The newspaper, which used to be a weekly, is now published by Arlene Seidensticker. Not too long ago, she took it over from her father and made it a daily. Arlene said she was ashamed that New Braunfels and San Marcos both have dailies, while Pecan Springs (which has more tourist traffic, not to mention the university) had to make do with a weekly. Hark prefers the lazier rhythms of the weekly and was ready to hand in his notice, but Arlene gave him a raise and promised not to interfere in his editorial decisions, and he agreed to stay on. The work has tolled on him, though. He used to be about forty pounds overweight, but that’s mostly gone. He’s leaner and maybe a little meaner, and wears the world-weary look of somebody who knows that today’s story is tomorrow’s history.

“Well, for yer information, Mr. Skinny Smarty-pants,” Lila retorted frostily, “the Manor ain’t changed all that  much. And I don’t give two hoots about your fancy invest-y-ga-shun. You want to know what’s really goin’ on out there, you talk to Edna Lund. Her dad died out there. Ask her what she knows about the Manor. Ralph’s mama’s teeth ain’t nothin’ to what goes on out there ever’ day.”

She picked up the coffeepot and flounced down the counter to fill a cup for Bubba Harris, the police chief, who was sitting at the end, chewing on his unlit cigar while he consulted with Darryl Perkins about the state of the weather, the price of oil, and yesterday’s injury list from the Cowboys spring training camp.

Bubba has had more perplexing matters on his mind lately, however, and his habitual scowl has recently deepened. For years, Bubba has run the Pecan Springs police department more or less out of his back pocket. But the last City Council election produced some new members, and this Council is playing an activist role in law enforcement. According to the newspaper, they have instructed Bubba to invest in two women officers, an updated dispatch system, and mandated sensitivity training for the entire staff—including Bubba himself, who is not what you would call a highly sensitive person. The newly imposed limits to departmental home rule add up to a steep learning curve and a bad headache for a chief who has had things his way for the last quarter century. No wonder he scowls.

Darryl Perkins, on the other hand, has plenty to smile  about. He owns the Do-Right Used Car dealership and part interest in the radio station and is married to Pauline Perkins, the Fighting Mayor of Pecan Springs. (Pauline is now in her fourth term and laying battle plans for her fifth campaign.) Darryl is a big man in this little town, but that’s only in public. In private, at least in my opinion, Pauline is the bigger man.

I pondered Lila’s remark as I ate my jelly doughnut and drank my coffee. “Maybe Lila is right, Hark,” I said finally. “I think I’ll talk to Edna Lund. Just to hear what people are saying about the Manor.”

There are a couple of nursing homes in Pecan Springs, and I had heard the usual horror stories when I first began looking for a place for McQuaid to convalesce. There’d apparently been some trouble at the Manor a few years ago, but things seemed to have straightened out, and the new rehab unit was every bit as good as Hark claimed. I also liked the nursing supervisor, a woman named Joyce Sanders, whom I had met when I’d made the arrangements for McQuaid’s move. She had seemed honest with me about the home’s problems in attracting and keeping good staff. The arrangement wasn’t forever, of course. McQuaid had been there several weeks already, and the doctor said he could move back home in another three or four. In fact, he could probably do that right now, although he didn’t show much enthusiasm for the idea. But he wasn’t enthusiastic about much of anything these days, which was part of the problem.

Hark gave me a comforting grin. “Lila’s just blowin’ smoke. They’ll take good care of McQuaid out there.” He spooned salsa from a red-topped jar onto his scrambled eggs, smothering them. Lila puts her hottest salsa, made with habaneros, tomatoes, and onions, into jars with red lids; the milder stuff, made with jalapeños, goes into jars  with green lids. You can’t trust the lids, though. Some of the local jokers think it’s funny to switch and watch their buddies hop up and down, spouting flames. “But if you’re curious,” he added, “you might want to talk to Fannie Couch. She told me she’s doing a piece on the Manor for her radio program sometime this spring.”

“Good idea,” I said. “I’ll do that.”

Hark split his attention between me and the eggs. “By the way, the Honchos met last night. JuneFest’s not too far off, and we’re lining up chili cookoff judges. McQuaid’s done it for the past five or six years—think he’ll be up to doing it again?”

“He’s certainly up to it,” I said cautiously. The Honchos are the local pod (yes, that’s right) of the Chili Appreciation Society International, and McQuaid is an active member. “Actually, he’s getting around just fine in his wheelchair.” I paused. “Whether he’ll do it or not is another matter.”

Hark gave me a sympathetic look. “Like that, huh?”

“Well, you’ve got to see it from his point of view,” I said, being loyal. I finished my jelly doughnut and fished a paper napkin out of the chrome holder to wipe the sugar off my mouth. I don’t know where Ralph and Lila rounded up these forties and fifties restaurant fixtures, but they’re all here—red-and-chrome tables and chairs, vintage napkin holders, old Dr Pepper signs, and framed newspaper clippings commemorating such events as Lyndon Johnson’s first election to the Senate, the Texas City fire, and Hurricane Carla, which roared inland at Port O’Conner with 175 mph winds in September of 1961. There is even an ancient Wurlitzer jukebox outlined with tubes of bubbling yellow neon, although it doesn’t play.

“Oh, sure, I understand,” Hark said. “If it was me, I don’t know whether I’d want folks to gawk at—” He dove  for his cup, swigged coffee, coughed, swigged some more, and wiped his streaming eyes. Lila’s salsa is fierce. “But Mike’s got friends,” he said, when he could talk again. “They’d like to see him out and about again. Anyway, it’d be good for him. Take his mind off his legs.” He blew his nose in his napkin.

“Right. But it’s not me you’ve got to convince. Ask him.”

Hark went back to his eggs. “That’s Jerry Jeff Cody’s job. He’s president of the Honchos this year. I’ll tell him to give Mike a call. But there is something I need to talk to you about.” He gave me a speculative look. “I fired Wanda Rathbottom yesterday.”

Wanda Rathbottom is the owner of Wanda’s Wonderful Acres Nursery, president of the Pecan Springs Garden Club, and the wife of a county judge. What she isn’t is a writer, a fact which is sadly apparent in the garden column she has written for the Enterprise over the past few years. And since her manager, Grady Stice, is the real brains behind the nursery, it’s fair to say that she isn’t much of a gardener, either, which is also apparent in her column.

“Congratulations,” I said dryly. “What took you so long?”

He looked sheepish. “I know,. I know. But Wanda’s a friend of Arlene’s, and the nursery drops a bundle into advertising. I had to wait until Wanda’s stuff got so bad that even Arlene noticed.” He forked up a fat, stubby sausage link, dipped it in salsa, and bit one end off. Lila serves authentic East Texas hot links, imported from Pittsburg, Texas. She says nothing else tastes right with her hot sauce, and most people agree. “I read that piece on hot peppers you wrote for the Austin American-Statesman, and I wondered if maybe you’d do some columns for us,” Hark  went on. “Not just gardening stuff, though. Cooking, gardening, crafts. The works.”

I didn’t have to think twice. “You’ve got yourself a columnist,” I said.

He was severe. “Don’t do it for the money. What we pay will buy you a plate of chicken fried and a pitcher of beer every couple of weeks. Not even a piece of pecan pie to top off.”

“I think I can handle that.” It wasn’t money I coveted, of course, it was exposure. The Enterprise is the only newspaper in town and it has a wide local readership, not to mention the tourists who buy subscriptions just so they can have a taste of the Hill Country after it’s started to snow in Minnesota or North Dakota or wherever they’ve gone home to. A regular column would not only encourage walk-in shoppers, but new mail-order business as well.

Hark speared another hot link and it squirted juice onto the counter. “Guess we got us a deal, then. When can I have your first two-three columns? I’d kinda like to have some in the can, so if you miss a deadline we got something to fall back on.”

I calculated swiftly. “Two weeks?” The sooner I got started, the sooner those new customers would start coming.

“Yeah, that’d be great. Thanks, China.” He raised his voice. “Hey, Lila, goldurn it, you gonna let a guy thirst t’ death in front of your eyes while you’re makin’ out with the chief of po-lice? Bring me some more of that lousy coffee.” He banged his empty cup on the counter. “On the double.”

“What’s your hurry, Hark?” Lila inquired sweetly. “Got some sweet, sexy young thing waitin’ in your car?” She gave a merry guffaw. Bubba and Darryl joined in,  and Hark flushed red. He is a bachelor, and notorious for his lack of success with the local females, a fact which probably dates back to his days as a heavyweight.

Hark glowered. “Some women,” he muttered, “just can’t keep a civil tongue in their heads.”

 

 

As I was saying, small-town people let you know they’ve been thinking about you. I was turning into the courthouse square the very next day when I heard the furious blasts of a shrill whistle and glimpsed a uniformed person on the sidewalk, waving me to pull up.

Uh-oh, I thought. What have I done now? I stopped in front of the Sophie Briggs Historical Museum (named for one of Pecan Springs’ founding mothers) and rolled down the window on my Datsun. A dozen remarkably docile kindergarten children were crossing the street in front of me, holding hands and looking both ways. They were probably on their way to the museum to see Sophie’s collection of two hundred fifty-seven frogs, which she acquired during her travels across the United States. Sophie was a peripatetic woman, in part because she suffered from wanderlust and in part because her oldest son, John, was an official with the Missouri and Pacific Railroad. She would pack her black leather portmanteau and hit the rails whenever the spirit moved her, free as a breeze and free of charge. Her ashes are sealed in an urn in the garden behind the museum, which I have always thought to be an irony of some sort.

MaeBelle Battersby came toward me, looking as if she had been stuffed into her blue uniform and the seams sewn shut, like a pillow. A couple of years ago, the City Council decided to put meters on the square, then discovered that they’d have to hire somebody to enforce the time  limit and collect the money. They’re still debating whether the meters are paying their way or diverting people from the downtown shops to the mall, where there’s free parking. In the meantime, MaeBelle is the town’s official meter maid, and is also empowered to write tickets for minor traffic offenses—minor, that is, to everybody but MaeBelle, who takes her work seriously. She’ll ticket you for making a turn from the wrong lane, or failing to yield to pedestrians, as well as overparking.

This time, however, I was apparently innocent. “Hi, Miz Bayles,” MaeBelle said, bending over to talk through the open window. “I’ve bin meanin’ to drop by the shop and find out how that man o’ yers is gettin’ along out at the Manor. How’s he doin’?” There was no irony or accusation in “that man o’ yers.” The older folks in Pecan Springs might once have made negative judgments about a couple who lived together without benefit of clergy, but that was before their sons and daughters started doing it. Anyway, McQuaid and I had been together so long that most people take us for granted.

“Thanks for asking, MaeBelle,” I said. “He’s much better—goes to therapy three or four hours a day now.”

MaeBelle’s gap-toothed smile split her chubby pink face. “That right? Boy, am I glad. When I first heard whut happened, I figgered he was a goner. P‘lice work can sure be dang’rous.” She patted the foot-long truncheon that was hanging from her belt. It was issued to her after a surly German shepherd charged out of the back of the Ford pickup she was ticketing and ate the seat of her pants.

“It was a close call, all right.”

“Well, you see him, you tell him Lester an’ me have bin thinkin’ ‘bout him an’ hopin’ he gits well quick. I’ll drop in an’ say hi when I git a chance. Next week, mebbe. My  aunt Velma’s out there, y’know. Miss Velma Mayfield. My mother’s sister.”

“Is that right?” I asked. “I wondered what had become of her.” Velma Mayfield had been a fixture around town for years, especially at the courthouse. She had worked for Tom Perry, one of our homegrown lawyers, and was known as a very competent woman. I was a little surprised to hear that she was at the Manor, though. She couldn’t be any more than sixty-five. “How does she like the place?”

“Hard to say. You cain’t always get the straight skinny from Aunt Velma.” She pulled a sad face. “Which is a durn shame, smart as she was. You know, she ran Mr. Perry’s law office for forty years, more or less. Bet she could tell stories on half this town. Bet there are lots of folks just as glad she’s lost a few of her marbles.” MaeBelle took out a handkerchief and mopped her sweaty face. “But she’s got a clean bed and three squares and a whirlpool bath twice a week.” She gave a horsy laugh. “Wish I had a whirlpool twice a week. Might help my lower back. It gives me a lot of trouble these days.” She glanced at me. “I bin meanin’ to talk to you ’bout Aunt Velma. I hear there’s some kinda weird plant that helps people with Alzheimer’s. That so?”

“That’s what the research seems to be saying. Ginkgo biloba, it’s called. Chinese doctors have used it for over five thousand years and the Germans have been experimenting with it since the 1960s. But American medicine is just getting acquainted with it.”

“Them Chinese, they’re plenty smart,” MaeBelle said admiringly. “Invented fireworks, I heard.” She pulled her brows together. “Do you think that ginky-billy stuff would help Aunt Velma?”

“It’s been shown to slow memory loss in some patients,” I said. “I’ve got a couple of articles about it on file in the  shop. But you’d need to try it for several months before you could decide whether it’s having any effect.” It’s been my experience with herbs like ginkgo and St. John’s wort, a popular herb used to treat depression, that people don’t always stay with it long enough to see whether it works for them.

“Save me a coupla bottles,” MaeBelle said, making up her mind. “Might do me some good too. I bin forgettin’ things a lot lately. Like I forgot to git the inspection sticker on my car, and I got a ticket.” She lifted her chin proudly. “And if you think they’d cut me a little slack, workin’ in the department and all, you can think agin. I got to pay my ticket same as everybody else.”

I nodded, then changed the subject. “I understand that there have been a few complaints about the Manor. How’s the staff treating your aunt?”

MaeBelle’s brief shrug might have been acknowledgment or dismissal. “They do the best they can with whut they got. Hard to find good girls to work these days, whut with all the liftin’ an’ stuff an’ havin’ to put up with nasty old folks. And there’s a lot of turnover. Now that the new Walmart’s come in, paying good benefits and all, the Manor’s lucky to git any warm bodies.” She broke off as she glimpsed Ines Watson stopping her car in front of Pratt’s Drugstore. “Am I seein’ whut I’m seein?” she demanded incredulously. “Is that Ines Watson goin’ to actually double  park, in front of my very face?”

“That’s what it looks like,” I said. “Boy, has she got a nerve.”

“Boy, has she ever,” MaeBelle said, and galloped off, blowing a blast on her whistle that might have wakened Sophie Briggs.

The tourists hate it when it rains, and the Chamber of Commerce pretends it never happens except between midnight and four A.M. The natives, however, will tell you they love it. And did it rain, all through April, for days on end—a great blessing, because the last three years had been the driest in decades. The Highland Lakes in the Hill Country to the west of Pecan Springs rose to their highest levels ever, fattening the purse of the Lower Colorado River Authority, which sells the water to rice farmers downstream. And the spring wildflowers—bluebonnets, paintbrush, poppies, pinks—were absolutely miraculous, filling the meadows and roadsides with brilliant swaths of color and attracting hordes of tourists, who booked every bed and breakfast in Pecan Springs.

Thankfully, the rain let up on weekends and business at the shop was brisk, especially in potted plants. We sold hundreds of two-inch pots of thyme, and almost as much rosemary and marjoram, basil and sage. Even the lesser-known herbs moved well—rue, Texas mint marigold, lemongrass, feverfew, fennel, and St. John’s wort. And Laurel Wiley, my helper and a red-blooded, asbestos-tongued chilehead, had rounded up four-inch pots of the best and most fiery chile plants: poblano, jalapeño, orange habanero, Thai Dragon, even Red Savina habanero, which has recently been accepted into the Guinness Book of Records as the hottest pepper in the universe. (At a soul-searing 500,000 units, the Red Savina blows the lid off the Scoville heat scale, the standard measure of a pepper’s incendiary temperament. Jalapeños, at a measly 55,000 units, are meek in comparison.) Thanks to Laurel’s efforts, to our spring advertising promotion, and to a growing interest in herbs in general, the shop was doing well enough to give me a raise—which I badly needed, under the present circumstances.

Centuries ago, I was a criminal attorney in a large Houston law firm. I argued a lot of cases, made a bundle of money, had few friends and no other life to speak of, except for tending the tiny garden on my patio. In fact, the only healthy passion in my life was probably my passion for plants, who responded to my loving care and never once argued back.

Then one weekend, on a drive through the Texas Hill Country, I chanced on the town of Pecan Springs, and on a hundred-year-old stone building with a For Sale sign out in front. The building had two shops in front and a four-room apartment in the back, and was surrounded by patches of hard-packed earth that I imagined as gardens. One of the stores was an herb shop—a going concern called Thyme and Seasons, with real, live customers and an exceedingly modest cash flow. I fell in love with it, came back the next week for a closer look, and that was that. I handed in my letter of resignation, packed my power suits off to Goodwill, and traded my flashy red Fiat for a Datsun hatchback. I didn’t totally burn my bridges, however. I kept up my bar membership and stayed in touch with a few law-school friends, just in case business soured or small-town life felt too claustrophic, neither of which has happened. Herbs certainly won’t make me a millionaire, but I’m still charmed by the lifestyle they support.

For five or six years, while I was learning the business, I went slow. I kept the shop pretty much the way I found it, making the most of the hand-cut limestone walls, the scarred pine floor, the cypress beams across the high ceiling. But last year, after I moved out of the apartment behind the shop and into the big Victorian house on Limekiln Road with McQuaid and Brian, I tore down several walls and added a couple of hundred square feet of  retail space. Now, the shop is almost exactly the way I want it. Unpainted wood shelves and antique hutches and pine cupboards stocked with herbal jellies, mustards, teas, vinegars, soaps, shampoos, massage oils, bath herbs, incense, tinctures. Books, of course, and stationery and cards and gift baskets. Wreaths on every wall, and red-pepper ristras and garlic swags hang from the beams overhead. Baskets of yarrow, sweet Annie, larkspur, statice, tansy. Bunches of globe amaranth and strawflowers, raffia-wrapped bundles of lavender, buckets of fragrant potpourri. And outside, there are racks of potted plants, barrels of green herbs and antique roses, and the gardens all around the shop, with meandering stone paths and a fountain McQuaid built for me, as well as a stone cottage (formerly a stable), which I use for craft demonstrations and herb workshops—and occasionally for guests. The only thing left to make it perfect would be the addition of a tearoom, something I’ve been wanting to do for a long time.

As the cash flow has permitted, I have hired a couple of helpers. Willow—a sturdy twenty-five-year-old with dark hair and deeply tanned arms and the high cheekbones that testify to her Cherokee heritage—works in the gardens with me, as I need her. Her older sister, Laurel, who wears her long brown hair in braids, has gone from part-time to full-time counter person in the last few months, minding the cash register while I stayed with McQuaid and taking my place in the herb classes I usually teach. And if I get in a jam, I can always count on Ruby Wilcox, bless her, my tenant and the best friend any woman ever had.

Ruby’s shop—the Crystal Cave, the only New Age shop in Pecan Springs—occupies the other space at the front of my building. This proved a handy arrangement, particularly in the early days, when neither of us could  afford to hire extra help and had to rely on one another to keep the shops open during lunch hours and when one of us had to run an errand.

Ruby is a truly memorable person, six feet tall in her sandals and stylishly thin, with a galaxy of freckles across her nose and crimped hair that is chile-pepper red. Her eyes vary from green to blue (depending on the color of her contacts), and her outfits are even more varied. They are always strange, bordering on the weird, and so is she, which is why I like her. It is the attraction of opposites.

Most of the time, you see, I tend to be structured, linear, and rational. These tendencies are partly due to my late lawyer-father’s influence, partly to my own law school training, and mostly (according to Ruby) to the unfortunate dominance of an overdeveloped left brain that specializes in logical equations. For me, it is an unquestionable fact that two and two equal four. Ruby, on the other hand, is bewitchingly right-brained, and in her canny kind of knowing, two and two might add up to just about anything, and often do. You can see her singular weirdness in the Crystal Cave, with its stock of incense, astrology books, magic wands, celestial music, spirit rattles, sun catchers, unicorns, and fantasy dragons. You can also see it in her hobbies—tarot, chanting, massage, yoga, and meditation—not to mention her eccentric costumes. You’d be mistaken, however, if you took Ruby’s New Age follies lightly, or allowed yourself to be deceived by her unruly exterior. Her nonsense has saved my hide a time or two, and although her off-the-wall ideas often take me by surprise, I’ve learned to shut up and pay attention.

I certainly paid attention that evening in late April, when Ruby danced into the shop to tell me her sensational news. She was wearing a long-sleeved rose-print dress and a silk shawl, fastened with a cameo brooch, white stockings, and black ballet-style slippers. She’s been letting her hair grow longer, and the soft red tendrils hung loose around her face. She pulled up a stool and sank down on it, as if her legs wouldn’t hold her anymore.

“What’s up?” I asked. “Have you got a date with John Travolta or something?”

“Better than that,” she said. She clasped her knee and rolled her eyes heavenward. “Oh, China, you’ll never guess!”

“Probably not,” I said. “Why don’t you tell me, and save us both the trouble?”

She did. It took only four words. But even though I heard them, I wasn’t sure I’d heard right. I stopped counting the bank deposit and stared at her. “You’ve won the  what?”

“The lottery,” Ruby said. She shook her head, half-dazed. “It’s okay if you don’t believe it, China,” she added unsteadily. “I don’t believe it myself. But I just got the ticket validated. They say it’s worth a ton of dollars.”

I like specifics. “How many dollars are in a ton?”

“Two million dollars.” Ruby took a deep breath. Her chest heaved and her nostrils flared. “Fifty thousand a year, after taxes. More or less.”

I was dumbfounded. “Two million dollars!” I cried, when I could speak. “Fifty thousand a year!” I flung the cash register tape in the air, dashed around the counter, and pulled Ruby off the stool, dancing her around in an ecstatic circle. “You’re rich, Ruby! You are absolutely, unquestionably, unimaginably rich!”

“It must be a dream,” she said in a whisper. “I’m asleep. You’re in my dream, China.”

“Well, if I’m in your dream, you’re in mine,” I retorted. “And we’d better arrange to wake up together or one of us is in deep trouble.” I paused, and frowned. “How did  you happen to play the lottery? It isn’t something you usually do, is it?”

She shook her head. “It was the only time, and I only bought one ticket. I was filling up my car at the Texaco down the street from my house, and I kept hearing this little voice, telling me that if I bought a ticket, I’d win. It was entirely intuitive. I just knew.” She opened her eyes wide and gave me an earnest look. “And I know what I’m going to do with the money—this year’s installment, anyway.”

I thought of Ruby taking a trip to Nepal to meditate, investing in dozens of outrageous new outfits, or importing a couple of hundred of her wacky Southern California friends for a wild-woman retreat. Whatever she did, it would be fun to watch—almost as good as winning the lottery myself.

“So what are you going to do?” I asked.

“We are going to open the tearoom.”

“We? As in you and me?” I leaned against the counter, staring at her. “Don’t be an idiot, Ruby. You could take that fifty thousand and pay off your mortgage, or you could blow it on a new car or a trip to—”

“Or I could invest in a business,” Ruby said, studying her nails.

“Of course. Now, that would be a sensible idea. You could put your money into a—” I stopped.

“There!” Ruby exclaimed triumphantly. “You see? Why should I squander my hard-earned winnings on a cruise or a car, when I can put it to work to earn more money? For us.”

I stepped back behind the counter again, picked the register tape up off the floor, and began to sort the cash. “Investing in a business doesn’t guarantee that you’ll make  money,” I said darkly. “You could lose every dollar.”

“So what? There’ll be fifty thousand more of them next year.” She did a quick two-step, clapping her hands in delight. “Isn’t it incredible, China? Fifty thousand a year!” She stopped dancing and whirled around. When she stopped, she added breathlessly, “Anyway, the tearoom is a money-making idea, and you know it as as well as I do. You’ve been talking about it for years. What I’m suggesting is a partnership. And if that doesn’t make sense, I don’t know what does.”

I put down the twenties and started counting the tens, not looking at her. “I don’t have fifty thousand dollars to match your fifty.”

“But you have the space, and the experience, and the reputation. People already come here from San Antonio, Dallas, Houston—why, from as far away as Oklahoma City and New Orleans!”

“That isn’t very far. I haven’t seen anybody coming from Paris or London.”

“They will, as soon as they hear about China’s Texas tearoom.” She waved her arms energetically, as if she were conjuring up a room full of dreams. Her eyes, blue today, were sparkling with excitement. “It will be rustic, but elegantly eclectic, a blend of French Provincial, English Cottage, and American folk.”

I groaned, but that did not deter her.

“Chintz curtains, cloth-topped tables and painted wood chairs, ferns in hanging baskets, some lovely pieces of antique furniture here and there, and artwork by our friends. Oh, yes, lots of artwork, wherever the eye comes to rest. There’ll be an entrance from each of our shops, and of course, a dozen tables in a patio garden. The renovations surely couldn’t cost all that much.”

I finished counting the tens, riffled through the ones, and put the currency, such as it was, into the bank bag.  “Oh, yes, they could.” I zipped the bag so hard that I pulled off the zipper tab.

She regarded me thoughtfully. “How much?”

“Eight grand,” I said. I wrote the amount of the currency on the deposit slip, and reached for the thin stack of checks. “Not counting the furnishings, which would probably amount to another couple of thousand if you’re content with American flea-market. Double that if you’re serious about French Provincial and English Cottage.”

She frowned. “What’s the eight thousand for?”

I ticked off the required items. “The Texas Department of Public Health insists on two new sinks, a new stove, new floor in the kitchen, laundry facilities, another storage closet for brooms, mops, buckets, etcetera. Plus electrical work, not to mention sealing the stone walls and the ceiling beams so that flakes of history do not land in the fruit soup.”

She looked determined. “Well, I’m sure if we did all that, we would have a wonderful space.”

“But that’s not all,” I said. “Don’t forget the old rule—when you start a business, you need six months’ operating expenses in the bank. That could come to twelve or fourteen thousand, maybe more, if you want a lot of fancy stuff, or if you’re serious about advertising.” I turned on the calculator and punched in the numbers. “Call it twenty-five thousand, minimum.”

“For Pete’s sake, where’s the problem?” Ruby cried. “I have twice that much!”

“Good,” I said. “Pay off your mortgage. Go to Nepal and meditate. Not that I don’t appreciate the offer,” I added, uneasily aware that my words might sound ungrateful. “Thank you, by the way. It’s a generous offer.”

She frowned. China—”

“It’s like this, Ruby. You may have the money for this  wonderful project, but I don’t. If it would cost China and Ruby twenty-five grand to open the tearoom and run it for six months, that means it would cost China twelve-fifty, and her pockets are unfortunately empty. She doesn’t have a fraction of that amount, and she’s not likely to get it anytime soon.”

On that score, my argument was irrefutable. McQuaid’s medical costs were covered by insurance, his disability insurance had kicked in, and CTSU had promised to give him the remainder of his sabbatical leave when the disability checks stopped coming. But while his department head had assured us that his teaching job would be there when McQuaid was on his feet again, nobody could predict when that might be. Maybe never. Meanwhile, the checking account balance was sinking rapidly, a situation that was already calling for creative financing. The raise I had given myself was not nearly enough. It was time to put pressure on Brian’s mother to get current on her child support payments, or take on a little moonlight lawyering. This was definitely not the time for me to go out on a long, skinny financial limb.

Irrefutable as it might have been, my argument didn’t carry any weight with Ruby. She straightened her shoulders. “Well, if a little bit of money is all that’s holding you back,” she said airily, “forget it. I’ll put in the cash. You can contribute the space, the expertise, the—”

“No,” I said.

“You’re being obstinate.”

“Yes. I’m sorry, but no.”

She thrust out her lower lip in a childlike pout. “You don’t trust me.”

“Don’t be ridiculous. Of course I trust you. But I couldn’t let you bear the entire financial risk of this venture—that wouldn’t be fair. Plus, I don’t think that friends  ought to go into business together. It might spoil the friendship.”

“Good grief.” Ruby threw up her hands. “How long have I been your tenant? Five years? Six? We’re already  in business together, and I haven’t noticed that our friendship has been spoiled.”

She had a point, but I didn’t want to tell her that. I said, “Sorry, Ruby. It’s a good idea. It might even be a  great idea. But this isn’t the time for it.”

Ruby pulled herself up with a calm dignity. “You’re wrong, China Bayles, and I won’t take no for an answer. I am going to nag you about this every single day until you say yes.”

I sighed. When Ruby says something like that, she means it. I was in for a long siege.

She smiled and fluffed her hair. “And in the meantime, I’m going to spend some of my winnings on a perm and a new pair of shoes. I’m going out tonight.”

“Oh, yeah?” I was glad for the change of subject. “Who’s standing in for John Travolta? Do I know him?” Of course I knew him. In a small town like Pecan Springs, everybody knows everybody else. Well, almost everybody.

“JJ Cody.”

“JJ Cody?” I frowned. “As in Jerry Jeff?”

Ruby’s giggle was almost self-conscious. “He likes his friends to call him JJ.”

“His Friends?” I leaned my elbows on the counter. “Forgive me for sounding like a mama hen, Ruby, but Jerry Jeff does have a reputation as a local playboy. A  married playboy.” His wife, Roxanne, is the office manager at the Cody & Clendennen Insurance Company, where her husband, Jerry Jeff, is a partner.

“They’re separated,” Ruby said. “Roxanne is filing next week.”

“Gee, I hadn’t heard that.”

“You’re not on the right branch of the grapevine, China.” Ruby waved her hand airily. “She and Pokey Clendennen have been playing around together for months.”

“But Pokey is Jerry Jeffs business partner!”

“It’s not very smart,” Ruby agreed, “and I’m sure it causes all kinds of tension at the office. But Jerry Jeff and I aren’t involved romantically,” she added. “Our dinner tonight is simply business.”

“Well, I hope you weren’t thinking of having dinner in Pecan Springs. If you do, it will be everybody’s business.” I looked at her curiously. “And just what kind of business do you and Jerry Jeff have?”

“Now that I have all this money, I was thinking that I ought to ... well, you know.” She made a vague gesture. “Become more fiscally responsible. Take care of some things I’ve been meaning to do for a while, and didn’t have the money for. Like insurance.”

“Not a bad idea,” I said. “But mind what I say, or you’ll be an item on the local grapevine tomorrow.”

Ruby made a face. “That’s the trouble with small towns. People feel like they’ve got a right to know every little detail of everybody else’s life.” She changed the subject briskly. “So how’s McQuaid?”

“Better.” I began jotting down the checks. There weren’t that many of them. “He has full use of both arms now, and he can move his legs. Not much, but a little. He has quite a bit of pain, but Karen, his physical therapist, says he’s making progress. She should know,” I added. “They spend half the day together.”

“He’s making progress? Oh, China, that’s wonderful!” Ruby clapped her hands. “Maybe the two of you can get married soon.”

“Maybe.”

She sobered. “He’s still resisting?”

“On the subject of marriage, he’s the Rock of Gibraltar.” The last time I had brought it up, McQuaid hadn’t said no. He hadn’t said anything, just looked out the window, pretending he didn’t hear me.

Ruby gave an indignant harrumph. “Well, in my personal opinion, he’s acting like a jerk. Here you are, being a mother to his child, managing the house, spending hours and hours at his bedside—”

“That has nothing to do with it.”

“I don’t know why not,” Ruby retorted. “Doesn’t it show how much you love him? I mean, isn’t that what marriage is all about, in sickness and in health and all that?” She shook her head. “I just don’t get it, China. For years, McQuaid has been after you to get married, and you kept saying no. Now you’re willing, and he’s—”

“Paralyzed,” I said. “And if you don’t get it, I do.”

“Oh.” She gave me a sidelong look. “The physical stuff, you mean. Sex.” She paused. “It’s not ... working?”

“I can’t personally testify to whether it’s working or not,” I said. “There’s only room in that bed for one, and anyway, his roommate is always around. It’s hard to try anything under the beady eye of an eighty-seven-year-old chaperone.” When McQuaid had first moved to the Manor, he’d had a private room. But the cost was high and he felt isolated, so he asked to be moved in with Jug Pratt, whom he had met in the dining room. Given the narrow range of options, Jug was a good choice. “His roommate is sort of a sit-down comic,” I said. “He’s always cracking bad jokes. It gives McQuaid something to do besides staring out the window.”

“Is that what he does?” Ruby sighed heavily. “I guess I didn’t ... I mean, he’s not always going to be ... that way, is he?”

“If you mean, is he always going to be paralyzed, impotent, and clinically depressed, I said, ”I doubt it. But the verdict is not in yet.”

Ruby winced. “I don’t know how you can be so matter-of-fact about it.”

“What do you want me to do? Bang my heels on the floor and have a tantrum? Tear my clothes to shreds and run down the street screaming?”

Ruby took this seriously. “What you’re doing is very bad, you know. You’re stuffing all that anger and grief and suffering down inside you. You’re like a volcano with a lid on it. You’d feel less pain if you let out some of your feelings.”

“Well, maybe,” I said. I finished adding up the deposit slip, stared at the disappointing total, and sighed. “But I’d probably feel a lot less pain if Brian’s mother paid her back child support.”
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