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THIS ISN’T REALLY A wedding romance story, I promise. It’s about football and politics, Texas style. 

Katy Williams wants a simple wedding. But it gets complicated. When you’re engaged to the high school football coach — and he’s winning — it’s going to get complicated. Add in the November election, the Brewsters’ trial for their attempt to kill her, and that it’s probably going to be a former lover who marries them?

Welcome to Katy’s wedding — as only a hard-nosed Yankee editor in Texas could have.

Book 5 in the historical mystery series set in 1980s Texas, A Newspaper in Texas. 
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Book 5 in A Newspaper in Texas series


Dedicated to David Coursey. One of the best reporters I ever worked with. He got his facts straight. Even if ‘their’ always did give him fits. You’ll be missed, my friend.
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Chapter 1
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(Tuesday, Sept. 13, 1988)

WHEN I HAD QUESTIONS about Texas, I went to Carolyn Whittier, my former landlady. Carolyn was in her 50s, at least, I didn’t think she was older than that, and she was the quintessential Texas woman: impeccably dressed, a bawdy sense of humor, and knew everyone in town and all of the gossip about them. As news editor for the Plains City Gazette, I needed the last more often than you might imagine.

She shook her head at me this time like she usually did. “Katy Williams, I declare,” she said. “What are you thinking?”

I had a problem. I was engaged to the high school football coach, Sam Parker, which in Texas was like being engaged to a celebrity. Sam was 38, never married, and everyone adored him. His players worshipped him, their parents greeted him in the grocery store, the young girls had crushes, and people named their babies after him — Sam for boys, Parker for girls.

I, on the other hand, am 32, also never married, and tend to be mono-focused on being a newspaper editor. I have medium brown hair and eyes; I’m of medium height and weight. People overlook me a lot. Most people don’t know me by sight, although my scarred wrists clue people in now. And the people who know my name, Katy Williams? I imagine as many curse it as praise it. Some probably do both. Needless to say, I’m not adored, and I’m OK with that — especially since subscriptions to the Plains City Gazette are growing, and advertising sales are up. The publisher is pleased, and since he signs my paycheck? I’m fine. 

Truly, I have a very short list of people whose opinions matter to me — that’s the only way to stay sane as an editor. The publisher, the editor-in-chief, Sam, and then I’d have to stop and think. And to be honest? The publisher and EIC are both iffy.

Sam is actually a very low-key guy. He coaches football, cooks wonderful meals, often with vegetables from his garden, and he’s an amazing lover. I blushed just thinking that. Sam is helping me diversify my interests — as best he can.

He didn’t have much to say about the wedding itself. But when I mentioned we could just go to the justice of the peace and get married, he said he did have one reoccurring image: he wanted to see me walk down the aisle in a white dress and say, ‘I do.’

OK, I thought. 

An aisle implies a church, and there was only one pastor I knew in town who was speaking to me: Rev. Bill Cavanaugh of the Lake View Baptist Church. He had even had me ‘teach’ the Sunday evening ‘lesson’ a couple of times — quote marks around those, because obviously I couldn’t preach the evening sermon, women aren’t allowed to preach. Even teaching adult men was controversial. My first such lesson was shortly after a local attorney Obadiah Brewster tried to kill me when he was burning down the Women’s Shelter. It was on the command to ‘submit one to another.’ It was well received, to my surprise, and I’ve taught there a couple of times since. 

So I called Rev. Cavanaugh and asked if he would marry Sam and I, Dec. 18. He said he would be delighted. I sighed with relief.

Then he called back. He was very apologetic. “The board of deacons reminded me that we practice public repentance,” he said.

Warily I asked, “What does that mean?”

Well, it meant that Sam and I would have to publicly confess to living in sin, ask God’s forgiveness, and then live separately, and chastely, until the wedding. “We call it a return to spiritual virginity,” he said.

I was silent for a moment trying to think what to say. Actually, I was picturing Sam going along with that and trying not to laugh hysterically. “That’s not going to happen,” I said at last. “For one thing, I still need a lot of assistance, given my wrists. I may be without the braces now, but I can’t drive, cook, or even answer the phone before it goes to the answering machine. Second, where would I move to?”

“I know,” he said apologetically. “One deacon protested that they couldn’t require that of Coach Parker! And the other deacons hushed him. No one is exempt from asking God’s forgiveness. Not even the high school football coach.”

I did laugh a bit at that. “So not at the church,” I said. “Will you preform the ceremony if I find another venue?”

He was silent. “I want to say yes,” he said finally. “But truthfully? I have to pick my battles Katy, and that’s not as important as continuing to have you speak on Sunday evenings, or a number of other issues I face trying to move the church into today’s world — not some mythical world of the past.”

“I understand,” I said, and I did. Given my background, of course I did. “Thank you for continuing to fight the good fight.”

And then I went to Carolyn — she would know what to do.

She thought I was crazy. “You think you can have a small wedding somewhere? Girl, what are you thinking? This is the biggest wedding of the year! You’re marrying the town’s most eligible bachelor, the football coach, and if scuttlebutt is accurate — they may win state this year! Everyone will want an invitation.”

I looked at her. And then I said meekly, “Help?”

We were seated in her kitchen at the table having afternoon iced tea. Sam was at practice. Carolyn started laughing. 

I grinned at her. “So, you want to plan the biggest wedding of the year?”

She rolled her eyes. “Someone has to, and God knows it can’t be you.”

“So, back to someone has to marry us,” I said. 

Carolyn studied me long enough that I started to feel uncomfortable. “What?” I asked.

She shrugged. “If none of the ministers will, then the obvious choice is Judge Andrew Pettygood.”

I looked at her in horror. “Surely it is in bad taste to ask a former lover to perform your wedding?”

“It’s a small town, Katy,” she said acerbically. “These things happen.” She paused, and then added, “Ask Sam how he feels about it.”

I rolled my eyes. “Andrew’s son is playing football for him this year. He’ll be fine with it,” I said with dread. I wasn’t sure that was the case for me.

Carolyn nodded as if that was settled, and started grilling me about what colors I liked — dark green for a Christmas wedding? — and flowers? —white daisies like Sam grew in the garden? She made some notes.

“How many groomsmen will Sam have?” she asked. “Because that’s how many bridesmaids you have to have.”

I frowned. Something about that statement didn’t seem right. “I don’t know,” I said. “He has two brothers.”

“Ask him,” she said. “Because that determines how big the wedding is going to be. You know the bride’s family pays for the wedding, right?”

“My family will not be paying for it,” I said firmly. “I will, and therefore we’re not spending a lot of money on this.” I would be lucky if my parents even came. Maybe my brother would still be in Dallas, and he could give me away?

She made another note. 

“Ask Sam about Andrew and about groomsmen,” she ordered as I got up to leave. “You’ve not got a lot of time to do this. And find a location.”

I nodded dutifully. I was torn between hysterical laughter and nervous tears. I suspected there would be a lot of both in the next three months.

I waited until after dinner to talk to Sam about wedding plans. We were cuddled together on the couch and had the television on. He muted it when I said I had questions for him from Carolyn. He grinned when I told him about spiritual virginity. “It’s not my virginity they’re concerned about, you know,” he teased. 

I rolled my eyes. “So Carolyn pointed out that Andrew Pettygood could perform the ceremony and said I should ask you how you would feel about that.”

He shrugged. “I’m fine with it. He can stand there and realize he missed out,” he said. “Isn’t it your feelings that matter here?”

“Not to Carolyn,” I said, somewhat sour about it. “She basically said it’s a small town, get over it.”

Sam laughed. “True enough,” he admitted.

And groomsmen? 

“My two brothers,” he said. “And a friend from college? Mike Adams, remember him?”

I’d met Mike, I acknowledged. He wasn’t my favorite person in the world, but for a couple of hours? What would it matter? OK, so three bridesmaids.

“Can Carolyn be my matron of honor? And Tiny Bellamy? And...,” I drew a blank. If I had someone from work, how did I chose? “Can I ask Gloria Harris? Two matrons of honor?”

Sam looked at me and started to say something. Then he shrugged. “See what Carolyn says.” He unmuted the sound, and we finished watching the movie. I wondered what it was that he didn’t say.

Coming from the Pacific Northwest, I blundered into the unspoken rules of Southern small-town life — in particular, Texas small-town life — all the time. I thought I was getting better at navigating those rules. But I could see getting married might top any challenge I’d faced before.

I called Carolyn after the movie, and asked her about two matrons of honor, and would she stand with me? She said she’d be delighted, and it sounded like she teared up. And yes, two matrons would be acceptable — who did I have in mind?

“Gloria Harris?” I said. “She and I got to be quite close when I first came home from the hospital.” That was one way to put it. A woman who has helped you use a toilet and put you to bed when you’re crying from the pain? Yeah, we were close. I looked at my wrists and the scars there. Very close.

There was silence. “An integrated wedding party?” she said at last.

“Yes?” I said uncertainly. “I mean, Sam will want his football team there, and they’ll fill a pew.” I thought about that. “Two pews. Have you seen his starting line this year? They’re big.” And most of them were Black. And obviously I would want Brown and his sister Patience, and Jake and his family. And Will Jones and his brother Marcus. And Abe Law — my staff would all come, right?

“We’ll need to talk about that,” Carolyn said finally. “Talk to Andrew about officiating.”

I wasn’t sure what that meant. Carolyn wasn’t racist exactly, but she was more comfortable with a segregated society than I was. It had strained our relationship at times in the past. 

I let it alone for now. Tomorrow, I’d have to go ask a former lover about performing my marriage. 

I worked 7 a.m. to 2 p.m. these days. That was all the doctor would approve, and the publisher, Ian McCormick, and the EIC, Kevin Smith, wouldn’t allow me to work more than what he approved. 

It actually worked out all summer. Then football practices started, and we adjusted a bit. Sam took me to work, then went to morning practice. I got my adrenaline fix by getting the newspaper out on deadline. Then I organized the next day’s paper, conferred with reporters, and edited copy. I still couldn’t type. I edited on paper sometimes, but it was easier to just talk the reporter through the changes. It felt like the reporters were learning more that way too.

And it meant I could yell at Eric for not looking words up when he didn’t know how to spell them — starting with receive, chief, through and their. Maybe I should make him chant ‘i before e, except after c’ a dozen times a day? Maybe a group sing along? Because there were a few others whose grasp of ‘receive’ was shaky.

Something to consider.

At 2 p.m. Susan gave me a ride home — or this being Wednesday, a ride to physical therapy. I was afraid we were going to lose her to a bigger newspaper after the photos she did for us on the Brewster compound. But so far, she seemed contented to stay here. Reporter Abe Law might have something to do with that.

Susan waited for me. My physical therapy was now all of 20 minutes long — go me. So then I had her take me to the courthouse. I’d get someone — Tiny maybe — to take me home, or to the football field where Sam was practicing. These logistics made me crazy. I would be so glad when I could drive again. Susan just added my transportation needs into her own rounds shooting photos she’d been assigned by various editors and reporters. Then she would go look for feature photos. I would be forever grateful, especially because she never complained about being my driver.

I checked in with Andrew’s secretary. He was in his office, so she called him and then sent me in. At least I could open doors now if they had lever handles; the last time I was here, she had to open it for me. An old hymn: count your many blessings, name them one by one.... 

Andrew stood up to greet me, and his smile was actually welcoming. I smiled back well aware my stress was showing.

Andrew was slim and fit, which made him seem taller than the 5-foot-10 he actually was. He was blond with blue eyes. And he had a dimple. I had loved that dimple. And then? He did something that I couldn’t get past. Couldn’t quite forgive. It ended our relationship. I still struggled with trusting him even as a public figure. It hurt him I knew, but he also accepted it. He wouldn’t do it differently if given the chance. And maybe that was what I had a hard time forgiving.

“I hear congratulations are in order,” he said, when I couldn’t find the words to get started.

“They are,” I said, smiling. “Dec. 18. And that’s why I’m here. Since I’m a pariah to all the preachers in town, and living in sin to boot, Carolyn Whittier suggested you might perform the wedding.”

He blinked and then just stared at me. I started laughing. “That’s about the expression I had on my face, when she said it,” I admitted.

He grinned. “Glad to know I’m not the only one who’s a bit taken aback by the idea,” he admitted. “Carolyn doesn’t think it’s a bit scandalous?”

“She said it’s a small town. These things happen,” I said, still laughing.

“OK,” he said slowly. “And Sam? What does he say?”

“He’s fine with it,” I said. “Not much bothers him. Besides your son is playing football this year — you’re one of his parents.”

He laughed at that. Then he sobered up and thought about it. “Where? Have you figured out a location?”

I shook my head. “No, that’s also on my assignment list from Carolyn,” I said. And then I told him about wanting to ask Gloria Harris to be a second matron of honor and that I didn’t think that had gone over well with Carolyn.

He rolled his eyes, and I laughed.

Then he turned serious, tapping his fingers on his desk, as if he was undecided about something. “I was going to call you about something else,” he said at last. “But it kind of dovetails. So we’ll get back to this, but let’s talk politics for a moment.”

He paused to organize his thoughts, and I waited, squirming a bit to get comfortable in his visitor’s chair. I wondered if a company somewhere specialized in uncomfortable chairs so visitors wouldn’t stay long? Buy from us and visitors will never overstay their welcome again!

“I’m a Democrat, you know that,” he said finally. “Ten years ago that would have been without saying. There were no elected Republicans in this county, very few in the entire state.”

I nodded. Yellow dog country, they called it. Wouldn’t vote for a Republican even if the Democrat was a yellow dog. I’d been amazed when I went to vote the first time — you could just mark the top of your ballot as a straight Democrat (or Republican) ticket. And people did; 30 percent in that election alone, as a matter of fact. They didn’t even bother to read the names of the people running.

“So Reagan broke that,” Andrew continued. “Not in this county at first — it went for Carter in 1980, but in 1984, 65 percent of this county voted for a Republican president. But it didn’t make much difference down-ticket. People continued to vote Democrat. But the trend is continuing, Katy, and Republicans are winning more races each election.”

I nodded. “Bill Clements,” I said. He was a Republican, and he’d won the governor’s race — twice now. Couldn’t hold onto it the first time. But then he won it a second time.

But for the most part, with a bit of a blip here and there, Texas had always been Democrat. And now it wasn’t. Texas wasn’t the only place, of course, the whole South was like this. The conservative Southern Democrats — Dixiecrats — were holding on to positions, but some of them were crossing the aisle and declaring themselves Republicans. Republicans, once viewed as the upstarts that cost the South their plantations and way of life, were now being positioned as the party of family values. The conservatives. And Democrats were increasingly being perceived as a party that championed diversity, unionization, and civil rights. We were in the middle of a great flip in political parties.

“So Democrats can’t coast any longer. It used to be when I first ran for office, that the real race was in the primary — Democrats against Democrats. Once you emerged from that battle, as the party’s candidate, you were set. That’s not going to be true much longer — if it’s true now,” Andrew said. 

“And you’re up for election,” I prompted when he fell silent.

“And I’m up for election,” he agreed. “I won the primary — no one even challenged me. An incumbent judge? Normally I’d be set for life — if I wanted it.”

We’d talked about this before. There was some pressure for him to run for higher office. But he still had his two sons at home. He figured that could wait until they graduate. 

“You’ve got an opponent,” I said, squinting as I tried to remember who. Truthfully, judge races were kind of a yawn under the best of circumstances. During the last three months? I had edited Eric’s pro-forma coverage of the political races without really paying attention to the content. With Eric, it was his spelling that concerned me. He got his facts right. And editing without using my hands had been challenge enough.

“Same one who opposed me four years ago,” Pettygood said. “An attorney named Ridge King. He ran against me eight years ago for district attorney too.”

There was history between Andrew Pettygood and that man. I’d been told the story, but I was pretty sure I didn’t have all the details. It was all before my time here.

When Andrew was district attorney, he had an affair with his secretary. His wife found out — during his campaign for re-election as district attorney in 1980? Maybe? — and hired his opponent Ridge King to represent her. I actually had to admire that. The ensuing divorce file was one of the best read case files in the history of the county courthouse. I never had the courage to ask for it myself, but I had to admit I was curious. 

So, shoot me, I’m a reporter. 

Andrew won anyway, and they divorced. She was killed in a car accident six months later, and Andrew ended up with custody of his two young sons. He was absolutely devoted to them. They were teenagers now.

The secretary? Was also married. She was also obviously pregnant by election date. Not his, Andrew claimed, and she never hinted it was. A reconciliation baby, I gathered. She and her husband recommitted to their marriage with a second honeymoon, and nine months later, there was a baby.

As she supposedly said with a shrug, “These things happen.”

She quit her job at the courthouse to stay home with the baby. Quite happy, I hear.

It wasn’t the only gossip about Andrew Pettygood that involved women. He was notorious, discreetly so. Could you be discreetly notorious? I frowned about that. 

Last election, Ridge King had run on a family-values platform. But that was a hard sell against the man who was raising his sons by himself. Well, his mother lived with them, and that surely helped. But really, that had actually made the optics even better. Such a devoted family man. Insert eyeroll.

This time would probably be no different. Might have been, if those papers of Bob Anderson had ever seen the light of day. Of course, Andrew had seen to it that they hadn’t. I stopped those thoughts. They’d lead me to no good place for this conversation.

“So are you in trouble?” I asked.

He made an equivocating gesture with his hand. “Me personally? Probably not,” he said. “But the Democratic Party is, if we don’t learn to form a coalition to combat the conservatives who are leaving our party for the Republican Party. The Kemps were just the first to jump ship locally. Texas won’t be a Democratic state much longer, Katy.”

“Coalition?” I asked. This was much more interesting than wedding planning. Reporter, remember?

“Democrats are increasingly becoming a champion for civil rights — Jesse Jackson’s Rainbow Coalition. To make that work in Texas, we have to convince Black voters that Democratic candidates are worth supporting.”

“Might be easier if the Democrats ran more Black candidates, Barbara Jordan notwithstanding,” I said. Jordan was one of my heroes. I wondered if I could get to Houston to hear her lecture sometime. Her health was bad. We wouldn’t have her much longer, I feared.

“It would,” he agreed. “And it would help if we didn’t have a history in this state of dumping the votes of Black precincts in the river — metaphorically speaking.”

Since Texas election history was rife with corruption, I wouldn’t be surprised if it was more than a metaphor. My favorite joke? The precinct where the cemetery voted — in alphabetical order. Not sure that wasn’t real either.

“So you want what? To build a coalition with Black voters in this town? You don’t have that?” I was confused. We seemed to move between talking about Texas politics which was always interesting and Andrew’s personal race which he seemed to be avoiding talking about.

“We do, more or less,” he agreed. “But not with any great voter turnout. And that might matter this time around.”

“You expect your race to be close?” I asked. “Does Ridge King have those kinds of connections? He’s not a Brewster or a Kemp, after all.”

Andrew looked at me blankly for a moment. “I thought you knew,” he said slowly. “Ridge isn’t a Brewster, but he’s married to one. And if he’s elected judge, Seth, senior, junior, and Obie will be out on bail Jan. 21.”

I wanted to throw up. Those men were responsible for my wrists — and a great deal more. They were being held without bail, unheard of for wealthy White men in this state — or anywhere else, I conceded — because they’re a flight risk. Since they were arrested at the airport with their passports, that seemed obvious.

It had been Andrew who ruled they were a flight risk and denied them bail. They had appealed.

And I was the prosecution’s star witness. If they were out on bail Jan. 21, I’d be dead by the end of the month. And that wasn’t hyperbole or paranoia. They’d already tried more than once — one of the last things they did as they tried to flee the country, as a matter of fact.

“No,” I said, swallowing hard. “I didn’t know. And that phrase ought to be the banner across my office desk — ‘I thought you knew.’”

Andrew just watched me as I absorbed that information. 

“OK, that raises the stakes on your race,” I agreed. “I’ll bump it up on the priority list for Eric’s coverage. What does this have to do with my wedding plans?”

He gave a half-laugh, and I thought he was a bit embarrassed by this. Truthfully he was a better judge than he was a campaigning politician. And it was stupid to have partisan judges anyway. A rant for another day.

“I’ll do the officiating if you convince Gloria Harris to let you have your wedding in the AME church,” he said.

I considered that. I knew Gloria had strong ties to the church. She’d showed up to bring the women home from the Brewster compound in the church Sunday School bus after all. “Can she do that?” I asked. “Make that commitment?”

“Didn’t you ever ask what her husband does?” Andrew said with exasperation. 

I shrugged. “It didn’t come up,” I said. “Why?”

“Her husband is the Rev. Josiah Harris of the AME church.” He smiled briefly. “I thought you knew.”

I laughed at that. “So I could just ask him to marry us?”

He looked at me silently. “You said you told Carolyn you’re planning an integrated wedding party?”

“Yes,” I said, drawing the word out. “Last night. She said we would need to discuss that. I assumed that meant I’d crossed some unspoken rule again. Don’t people have integrated weddings? It’s 1988, for God’s sake.”

“Katy, we don’t even have integrated churches!” He sounded a bit exasperated. 

That was true. It had baffled me, then infuriated me, when I first got here. But there were so many other battles to fight. Why pick one where no one seemed upset about it? Pick your battles, I chanted to myself — it had become my mantra since moving to Texas.

“So Rev. Harris wouldn’t marry us?” I asked puzzled.

“He might,” Andrew conceded. “He also might get a visit from the KKK if he did.”

And that wasn’t hyperbole either, I knew from my experience a year ago. A Black football player refused to move up to varsity because South Plains City High School (not Sam’s school, thank God) carried the Confederate flag. I briefly mourned the loss of that brave young man — I always would. 

I thought about what I did know about Gloria Harris. She was a registered practicing nurse. She was probably in her 50s, a sensible woman with a sneaky sense of humor. I liked her a lot. She’d been recruited by my security team to help me out when I came home from the hospital.

You didn’t know security teams were necessary for news editors in Texas? Yeah, me neither. But when you take on one of the most influential men in the state, and his son tries to burn you alive? You need security. VNV — it stood for Vietnam Veterans — was a company of Black vets who had come back to a country they barely understood, and to a racist society they couldn’t accept. Jake ran it. Brown was the guy who was normally my guard. They were brought in by a guy named Will Jones, the man I’d met during the Confederate flag murders a year ago. 

I trusted them with my life. I valued them and counted them as friends. But I didn’t know much about their personal lives. I knew Jake was married and had kids because I saw him with his family at the Juneteenth parade last summer. I figured if they wanted me to know something they’d tell me.

Did they think if I wanted to know I would ask? Had I run afoul of Texas manners again? They were complicated enough, and when you added in race, manners became even more complicated. I tended to operate on the theory that someone would set me straight if I screwed up. I was considering right now that might not be the case.

“So let me get this straight,” I said slowly. “You want to marry Sam and me in the AME Church. A wedding that will be integrated, and the fact that needs to be said makes my head hurt. And you think this will help you get out the Black vote in November? For starters, we’re getting married in December, Andrew.”

“Surely Carolyn told you that this is the wedding of the season,” he said with a laugh. “And the fact that Plains City football stands a chance to go to state? You’re going to be the celebrity couple of the fall.”

I knew horror showed on my face because he was laughing hard now. 

“I just wanted a quiet little ceremony,” I said mournfully. “Maybe with the justice of the peace even. But Sam said he had this vision of me walking down an aisle in a white dress and saying I do. That’s it. That’s all he wants. But that means I need an aisle. And a minister or someone at the other end to do the ceremony. The only minister who speaks to me in this town says he can’t do it. His deacons have forbidden it, unless Sam and I are willing to confess our sin of fornication — publicly — live separately until the wedding, and no, an exception can’t be made for the football coach. Apparently one deacon asked.”

Andrew was laughing so hard now he couldn’t even look at me.

“So I go to Carolyn,” I continued, with a brief grin, because it was funny. “My advisor on all things Texas, and she’s horrified to find out that I think I can get away with a small wedding. Apparently invitations will be coveted, and people will be pissed at me forever if they’re left out. I don’t have a venue or a minister. And when I mentioned I’d like to have Carolyn, Tiny Bellamy and Gloria Harris as my maids and matrons of honor, I heard dead silence over the phone. So now I’m not even sure I have an advisor.”

“Have you asked Miz Harris that yet?”

“No,” I said with a sigh. “I was thinking out loud, because apparently if Sam has three groomsmen, I have to have three women, and I was trying to think if I knew three women without asking one of my staff — because if I ask one, what about the others?”

“Doesn’t Sam have a sister?” he asked. “She may expect to be included.”

I didn’t even bother to wonder how Andrew knew Sam had a sister. It wasn’t that Plains City was really a small town — it had 100,000 people for heaven’s sake —it just acted like one. But for all of its size, Texas gossiped like the entire state was a small town. Especially about football coaches. Sam, whose family was all in College Station, home to his alma mater, Texas A&M, didn’t even blink. He just accepted people would be nosy about their coach.

And yes, I saw the irony that a newspaper editor would be indignant about nosy and gossipy people.

“Who makes up all these rules?” I demanded now. “And where do I find them?”

He shrugged. “You find them from Carolyn Whittier, I guess,” he said. “Most girls get them from their mothers.”

I looked at him sourly. I didn’t even want to think about mothers. I hadn’t told mine yet. And no one knew that. Not even Sam. 
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Chapter 2
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I SHOULD HAVE REPORTED back to Carolyn, but quite frankly I was too tired. I still tired too easily. And I was afraid I’d say something tactless, and I really would be without a wedding advisor. So I looked at the clock and saw that it was nearly 4 p.m. I used Andrew’s phone to call Eric at the office and promised him good political gossip and nachos if he’d come get me.

Andrew rolled his eyes, but I ignored him.

Eric showed up, and I flopped back in his seat. “What’s got your shorts in a bunch?” he asked as we headed out to Chico’s for nachos and sangria. So suave and debonair, that’s my staff. Note that he didn’t have to ask where we were going. The waiters wouldn’t bother to ask what I was ordering either.

Well they might — some days were sangria days, and some were strawberry margarita days. And I caught hell from my staff for drinking frou-frou drinks on strawberry margarita days.

“Did you know that Andrew Pettygood’s opponent Ridge King is married to a Brewster?” I asked.

“No,” he said. “I barely could have told you the name of his opponent, Katy. It’s a judge race.”

He considered that tidbit of information, while I vowed never to skip those stupid judge races again. 

“Well, that does raise the stakes,” he said as we went inside and the blast of air conditioning hit us. I shivered a bit, but it felt good. It had reached 100 degrees and it didn’t show any signs of cooling off yet. I had gotten used to daytime heat, but I didn’t think I’d ever get used to nights that didn’t cool down.

“It does,” I agreed. I smiled my thanks for the sangria and made water rings on the table while I told him about the rest of Andrew’s political analysis. 

He nodded. “All of that is true,” he agreed. “Do I want to know why Andrew was telling you all this?”

I rolled my eyes and grimaced. “I needed to ask him if he’d be willing to perform my wedding,” I mumbled. “None of the ministers in town will.” I wasn’t going to tell Eric about spiritually renewed virginity. Not ever.

He shouted with laughter. Eric was a good-natured man for all of his bulldog reporting. He smiled easily. Chuckled frequently, especially about the foibles of Texas politicians. But I didn’t think I had ever seen him laugh like this. I tried to hush him. People were looking our way.

He quieted to a chuckle. “Whose idea was that? Surely not yours?” he said. 

“Carolyn Whittier’s,” I said with a sigh. “And before you ask, no, Sam doesn’t care.”

He laughed again. “Your wedding plans pose to be the most entertaining thing all fall and that’s saying something since it’s an election year.”

It wasn’t just that Eric liked politics and covering elections was the high point of his year — it was that Texas politics were always entertaining, and this fall would probably be no different. The phrase yellow dog? Two years ago, a politician promised to support his primary opponent if he lost. When he did lose? The politician endorsed the Republican opponent. 

“I thought you said you were a yellow dog Democrat,” the party chairman complained. 

“I am,” he said. “But I refuse to go lower than that.” 

Turns out that was a famous quote — from a Kentucky governor race in the early 1900s, paraphrased, I suspect. How could you not be entertained? And then there was Jim Hightower, the Texas state agricultural commissioner — an important position in Texas for some reason. His famous quote was “the only thing in the middle of the road is a dead armadillo.”

I read Molly Ivins of the Dallas Times-Herald religiously. She was my hero. And she could explain Texas politics like no other. I aspire to do half as well.

And of course there was Andrew’s own story, which I still thought was funny. The rumors about him having an affair with his cousin more recently weren’t as funny, but it wasn’t what broke us up — it was before my time, and although a bit icky, not my problem. No, we broke up over politics, not who he slept with. Although if he wanted to go further in politics than a judgeship he was going to have to keep it in his pants, for God’s sake. 

Stop it, I scolded myself. You don’t need to revisit old history. You’re getting married in three months — and not to him.

No, Texas had great political stories. And Eric happily covered them all. I gulped a bit that he thought my wedding might top them.

We were still talking politics two hours later when Sam walked in. I felt guilty — I hadn’t even left him a voice message. “I thought I’d find you here,” he said. He didn’t sound upset, and I relaxed. We’d had some rough times this summer after all the threats and stalking. Then he’d been taken hostage, and I’d exchanged myself for him. It was hard for him to let me out of his sight for fear something bad would happen to me. To be honest, I had a few bad times if he wasn’t where I expected him to be, too. 

We weren’t out of the woods yet. Yes, those three Brewster men were locked up pending trial. But there were a lot more Brewsters out there. And apparently one of them was married to Andrew’s opponent. How many others were connected? Or looking for revenge?

We didn’t know. Might never know. That was the hard part. And so there were nightmares for both of us. We’d both learned to tolerate a certain amount of clinginess. I thought it was as hard to be clingy as it was to be clung to. I suspect it was even harder for Sam, who probably didn’t mind me clinging to him a bit — except that it was out of character. And one of the things that made me love the man was that he liked me as I am. And clingy isn’t a part of my normal self. Or it hadn’t been. I looked at my wrists.

But Sam seemed to be fine with tracking me down here, safely ensconced in a well-lit restaurant eating nachos with a co-worker. I smiled at him.

“We need to talk,” he said seriously. 

I raised my eyebrows. “Now? Or do you want to leave?”

He shrugged and pulled up a chair. “Eric will know soon enough. They released the dates for the playoff games.” 

I looked puzzled. He hadn’t had his first game yet. It was this Friday night in the big stadium his team shared with the other high school team in town, South Plains City High. I clenched my teeth a bit when I even thought of the school name — up until last year, South had carried the Confederate flag onto the field at the beginning of each home game. I shook my head.

“Explain,” I suggested and reached for another nacho. “The playoff games? The dates aren’t already set?”

“No,” he said. “They’re determined at the beginning of the season, after all the game cards are set between the teams.”

“OK,” I said cautiously. “And now they’re set. And everyone tells me your team is going to be in them.” Maybe that would get him over the hump of whatever it was he was having a hard time spitting out.

He nodded and chewed his nacho slowly. I looked at him skeptically. I knew a time-buying strategy when I saw one. No man eats a nacho that slowly. He swallowed. Took a sip of water.

“Sam?” I said. “Just spit it out.”

“The state championship game is scheduled for Dec. 17,” he said. “In Dallas. At 8 p.m.?”

I looked at him in silence. And then I started laughing. Because why not? The only thing we had set was the date — Sunday afternoon, Dec. 18. Although if we didn’t have a place or a minister, I didn’t see that it mattered if we changed the date.

“Come on,” I said, and I stood up and tossed money down. By now I knew how much I needed to leave without looking for a ticket. “Wait until you hear about my day.”

“You aren’t angry?” he asked as he helped me into his pickup. Yes, I was marrying a football coach who drove a pickup. It had a gunrack, too — no gun — it came that way. And the radio was set to a country station. 

So sue me.

“No,” I assured him. “I’m not angry. We don’t have a church. We don’t have a minister. And now we don’t have a date. What about we just elope next weekend and call it good?”

He laughed. “Because no one will forgive either of us. Not my mother. Not your mother. And that’s just for starters.”

I was silent. 

“Katy?” he asked. 

“I haven’t told my mother yet,” I said finally. 

“Why?”

I stared out the passenger-side window. “I don’t want her here trying to help me plan it,” I said. “Or wanting me to come home for it. Or not caring and refusing to come. I don’t want to have to pretend we’re close. And I don’t want to have to tell her we’re not close either. And I really don’t want to have to deal with what happened between them and John all those years ago.”

“So it’s not because of me? That they might not like you’re marrying a Texas football coach?”

I smiled at him. “They would be delighted that I’m marrying a high school teacher,” I said, altering the phrase slightly, since most high school coaches in the Northwest taught something and coached. Well Sam did too —physical education, not history like they seemed to do back home. Might be the one time I found Texas to be more sensible than the Northwest. 

Of course, I had found that in Texas they don’t really teach history at all. I won’t ever forget the high school cheerleader who didn’t know the South lost the Civil War.

I returned to the present conversation. “They’ll adore you. They might nag a bit about church and faith and all of that. But I suspect at this point, they’ll be glad their spinster daughter has found a husband at all.”

He laughed at that as I had intended him too, although it didn’t sound like his heart was in it. “Are you not going to invite them, then?” he asked, and I could hear that he struggled with even conceiving of such a thing.

I sighed. “I’ll invite them,” I said. “When it’s closer to the date — which we don’t have — and we’ve got all the details nailed down — which got even more complicated when I talked to Andrew today.”

“He doesn’t want to marry us, does he?” Sam said. “Can’t say I blame him.”

“Oh, he does,” I assured him. “He thinks it’s weird. He had the same look on his face as I had on mine when Carolyn suggested it, but he said he would do it. But he wants me to ask Gloria Harris if we can be married in the AME church.”

Sam looked at me skeptically and shook his head. “Only you would end up turning your own marriage into a political circus.”

“Hey,” I protested. “I’m not the one who wants to postpone his marriage for a football game!”

“Not just any football game,” he protested, and then he caught my expression and saw that I was having a hard time not laughing out loud.

“Fine,” he grumbled. “It’s going to be three-ring circus with football players and campaigning politicians, and instead of your side of the church and my side of the church we’ll have the Black side and the White side. But in the end? By January 1, you and I are going to be Mr. and Mrs. Sam Parker.”

I looked at him for a moment. “Sam?” I said in a small voice. “I want to keep my name — professionally at least.”

He drove the rest of the way home in silence. Given the way things were unraveling, I was just as glad to sit there and think.

Sam didn’t bring it up when we got home, and I was grateful. I was exhausted, and my mouth loses its brakes when I’m tired. Instead he started to cook. He’s a good cook, and he does most of the cooking in our home. I smiled at the term ‘our home.’ It’s taken me a while to not think of it as Sam’s house. But when he’s stressed or upset, he cooks. And I thought that might be what he was doing now. He stress cooks. I unfortunately, stress eat. In my head, I heard the words of the poem, Jack Spratt could eat no fat....

I tried for a neutral topic. “Friday night is the first home game,” I said. “What do you want me to do?”

He looked at me and raised an eyebrow. “Are you planning to come to the game?”

“Of course I am!” I exclaimed. “Don’t coaches’ wives usually go?”

He frowned. “I’m not sure,” he said. “Some do. But a lot of them start staying home after a while. It’s OK if you don’t want to go, you know.”

“Sam,” I said firmly. “I am going to your home football games. I won’t promise to go to your away games. And when you’re assistant coach for this or that, I probably won’t be there. But football is important to you. And I will go. Is it OK with you if I sit in the press box with Tommy? Or will people think I should be somewhere else, somewhere more visible?”

He smiled at that, and he came over to hug me. “Well if you want to stir things up, I suppose you could sit in the administration box,” he said, and I could hear the laughter in his voice. Our first date was to South’s first home game — where the KKK marched and the NAACP sang We Will Overcome — and he took me up to the administration box just so he could watch them squirm.

I laughed. “A year ago,” I said, glancing at the calendar by the refrigerator. “A year ago this Friday.”

He smiled. “How about Thursday, I cook steaks and we eat in?” he asked. “And celebrate by going to bed early?”

I kissed him. “Any night,” I assured him. “I’m fine with that plan this Thursday night, and any night you care to name.”

He kissed me back and then went to rescue whatever he was cooking while I sat at the kitchen table and watched him. 

He was worth watching. Sam Parker was a big man — he’d played college football — and he stayed in shape. At 38, he still looked good, really good, in the athletic shorts and T-shirt he was wearing. I was happy to sit there and drink my iced tea — unsweetened — and just look at him. He had sandy brown hair, and a mustache to match. 

I must have had a smile on my face, because he glanced at me and asked suspiciously, “What?”

I laughed. “I was admiring your legs,” I admitted. 

He grinned at that. “Incentive to stay in shape,” he said. “Because it gets harder every year.”

“Are football coaches allowed to get out of shape?” I asked curiously. I only knew two, Sam, and his counterpart at South Plains City High Jack Owens. And Jack was 50ish, a bit rangy even. 

Sam just glanced at me. He’d gotten used to my curiosity about all things in the last year. “Since most of us played college ball, there are a fair number of coaches who look like Bob Anderson did at 40.”

I snorted. Bob Anderson had been a city council member who was murdered my first year here. He’d been 6-foot-5 tall, and probably his girth wasn’t far behind. Well that was an exaggeration, but he weighed 350 at least. Strange. After the escalating violence and conflict of the last few years, here was the second time I was reminded of that old story — and the reason I couldn’t quite trust Andrew Pettygood. But then, I had a long list of people I didn’t trust, and my ex-boyfriends seemed to top the list. It had made me question my judgment about men. 

Sam, though, had taught me to trust again. Although just thinking that made me hyperventilate a bit. I am not on good speaking terms with the concept of trust.

At this time of the year, we ate mostly from the garden — Sam’s pride and joy. For me, gardening was a spectator sport, especially now with my damaged wrists. Maybe someday I’d be able to pull weeds again, although that wasn’t high on my list of things I wanted to be able to do again: read a book, answer a phone, drive a car, type on a keyboard — simple tasks you don’t think about until you can’t do them. 

So supper was simple, a salad with grilled chicken. Of course I’d already had nachos. But Sam was a good cook. Fresh herbs from the garden had been added to the salad. Sam made his own salad dressing — I didn’t even know people did that until I’d watched him cook.

“I’ve got a problem,” Sam said abruptly. 

I raised my eyebrows at him. “Beyond a wedding with no venue, date, or preacher?”

“That’s your problem,” he replied with a laugh. I snorted. In Texas that was probably true.

He moved his beer bottle around on the table making circles in the condensation. “Can this be off the record?” he asked.

“Yes,” I said simply. I didn’t think he’d ever asked for that before.

“I’ve got a player, probably one of the most talented players I’ve had in a long time. A tight end,” he began. I let him take his time. Sometimes the telling of a story solves the problem all on its own. “And his parents up and took off and left him here. He’s been staying on the couches of friends I think.”

I grimaced. Poor kid. 

“I suspect he may have wanted to stay behind,” Sam continued. “It’s his senior year, and well, we’re going to state. And that matters a lot when you’re a football-obsessed 17-year-old.”

“Sam, the whole state is football-obsessed,” I interjected. He smiled briefly. “So he seems to have solved the problem himself. Or is there something I’m not getting?”

Sam was silent. “Texas is a mandatory report state,” he said. “You know what that means right?”

I did. I’d learned a lot during the crisis over the Women’s Shelter about sexual abuse of minors. Certain professions — and teaching was one of them — are required to report suspicions of abuse or neglect to the proper authorities. And Sam was a teacher.

“He’s 17, not 18?” I asked. 

“Yes, 17,” Sam confirmed. “So far I’ve just pretended I don’t know what’s going on. As you say, he’s solved his problem to his satisfaction, and apparently he’s got enough friends to make it work. I’d like to turn in his parents for this, but I can’t without my player ending up in Children Protective Services.”

“Would that be so bad?” I asked. “I could get Will Jones to expedite things.”

“It’s unlikely he would end up in a foster home in district,” Sam explained. “And that means he wouldn’t be able to play. It would break his heart, and quite frankly break mine. But the problem is worse than that, Katy. He could be ruled as ineligible to play because he’s not a resident in the district right now. Technically, he became ineligible when his parents moved — he’s just visiting friends in the eyes of the powers that be.”

“Are you sure?” I asked frowning now. 

He nodded. “I called UIL to ask about eligibility rules, without going into details — being proactive, I said. Turns out a team had its state championship title removed for this very thing in the 1950s. It’s on the list of problems for student athlete eligibility.”

“Can he become emancipated?” I asked.

Sam considered that. “That’s a possibility,” he said slowly. “I wonder how long it would take?”

I sighed. “Why don’t you call Andrew Pettygood?” I suggested. “He’s got a son on the team, right? I don’t suppose he’s one of the people your kid has hit up for a place to stay?”

“What kid? What couch?” he said whimsically. “But good idea about calling Andrew. You don’t mind?”

I shook my head. “I just asked him to marry us,” I pointed out. “This seems pretty tame in comparison.”

I thought through what Sam had told me. “Wait,” I said suddenly. “If you ask him, you’re going to trigger the mandatory report for both of you.”

Sam stopped, his hand on the phone. 

I didn’t know enough, I decided. “So, is the player Black or White?” I asked.

Sam hesitated. “White,” he said. I chewed on my lip. 

“Let me call Will Jones,” I said slowly. “He’ll know more than Andrew anyway.”

Will Jones was a Black social worker in town. I’d met him during the Confederate flag murders. We’d remained friends: Will took delight in educating the White liberal — me — about race, racism and Texas. 

“I don’t want to drag you into this,” Sam protested.

I smiled at him. “You got kidnapped because of me,” I pointed out. “Asking a few questions is hardly the same.”

Sam looked at me skeptically. “That started out as you just asking a few questions, too,” he muttered.

True enough. I had Sam dial the phone for me, and then shooed him out to the garden. This was best done where I could truthfully say Sam knew nothing about my questions. There was a lot I didn’t know about football, but deniability I knew all too well.

“Hello?” Will sounded cautious. I hesitated.

“It’s Katy,” I said. “You OK?”

“Yeah,” he said. “What’s going on?”

“Explain how emancipation works,” I asked.

“Well, back in the 1860s, the northern states fought the southern states, and slaves were emancipated,” he began.

“Thanks,” I said, laughing. But it made me think a moment. Were children the same status as slaves? Odd thought. “So a little more recent? If a teenager wants to become emancipated, what has to happen? How long does it take?”

“You working on a story? Or does this have something to do with the Carlson boy?” Will asked.

“Who?” I asked. “No it’s a story. Who’s the Carlson boy?”

He snorted. “Ask your fiancé. And yes, he’s got a problem. One of the players came by to talk to me. Smart kid. Has a future in law ahead of him. Maybe we could give him a scholarship?” Will, Will’s younger brother Marcus, and I were the board of the Clay Peabody Foundation that gave out scholarships. 
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