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It ain’t easy when your dad’s the town marshal, but that’s the way it is. Gotta mind my Ps and Qs, they’re always tellin’ me. Whatever Ps and Qs are. I can almost see Mama standing on the front porch with her hands on her hips. “Charlie, now you mind your Ps and Qs. What would people think if the marshal’s own son ran afoul of the law?” 

That was my send-off most mornings as I left to go to my job down at Mr. Gruber’s small-engine repair shop. I’d been lucky to get that job. There weren’t many in a town the size of Stillson for a guy like me, young and inexperienced at most things. We didn’t even have a McDonald’s or Burger King. Just one restaurant in town—The Well—and they didn’t say so out loud but everyone knew they only hired girls, except for Billy Murray. Billy washed dishes for them. The girls even bussed the tables, so Billy was always in the back. Something about Billy Murray wasn’t quite right. He was off by a smidgeon.

I murmured, “I ain’t gonna run afoul of nothin’.”

Mama yelled, “What’s that?” I could almost see her standing there with one hand cupped at the corner of her mouth. She did that whenever she thought you might be too far away to hear her, or anytime she responded when she thought she was too far away to hear you correctly.

Louder, I said, “I won’t, Ma.” Then, my voice quiet again, I said, “The marshal’s rep is safe for another day at least.” I couldn’t help grinning. That my ma worried about such things was silly, in my opinion, and probably a waste of her time. After all, how much trouble could a guy get into in Stillson? Not much, I tell you what. Besides, I wouldn’t do anything to risk my job down at Mr. Gruber’s.*The bell tinkled as I pushed open the side door at Gruber’s. There were three doors on the place—the main door up front that opened on what Mr. Gruber called the showroom, even though it contained only a few premium parts, one push mower and one riding mower; the side door, which was normal sized and was mostly for employees (me and Mr. Gruber) to come and go; and the back door, which was a normal sized door that sat off to one side of the big bay. Well, and then there was the bay door. It opened on the alley and was large enough to admit one of those live-in RVs and anything smaller, but I don’t really think of that as a door. Anyway, Mr. Gruber had a bell on all three of the normal doors: front, side and back. 

The second day I was working for him, he was in the back bay with a clipboard and a pen, taking inventory. He took inventory at least once a week, front and back, even though we were lucky to sell anything once a month. He was looking at shelves and then making a mark on the paper on the clipboard. In a strong accent, now and then he’d mutter something like, “Ah! Fife down to four. Haf’ to reorder soon.” But mostly he just hummed whatever tune happened to be in his head at the moment. When I asked him why all the doors had bells, he was humming a show tune from Broadway or an opera or something. He stopped in mid-note, looked at me as if I had two heads, and frowned. “I do it for that time when a customer might come in.”

“But customers never come to the side door or the back door.”

He’d already turned back to the inventory. “Mmmhmm. You are right. And that one means the first time iss getting closer,” he said. 

And it was.*A bell tinkled lightly and a quiet, tentative voice filtered in from the back. “Hello?”

Mr. Gruber was out for lunch with his wife at the only café in town, The Well. I was sitting on a metal folding chair behind the counter in the showroom. I was leaning back, my feet propped on the second shelf of the display case, with a few months’ old copy of Popular Mechanics in my lap.

I put my feet and the front legs of the chair on the floor and got up. “Out here,” I called, then walked to the door near the end of the counter and into the hallway that led to the side door. Nobody there. I shook my head. I had been certain if a customer ever decided not to use the front door, surely he’d use the side door. I mean, who in their right mind would walk in through a door that opened on an alley and was set in the wall next to a big bay door? Even Mr. Gruber and I don’t come through there, I thought. I doubted that door had been opened in all the years Mr. Gruber had been doing business in Stillson. I grunted. Still, no accounting for intelligence. 

I continued down the hallway, my mood growing foul. How hard is it to check for other doors? At the end of the hallway, I reached for the door knob. I mean, how big a moron y’gotta be to come through a—

The door opened. “Oh, hi there,” she said. She was a petite angel in cut-off jean shorts and a halter top. Her tummy was flat, her breasts round and firm, her skin smooth as ivory and lightly tanned. Her smile was honest and open, filled with perfect white teeth, framed by full lips. Her nose was noble, the bridge an ascent to the most beautiful eyes I’d ever seen, a mix between green and blue. Her smile was reflected in them. Her eyelashes were just the right length and natural, her eyebrows just the right width and evenly matched, her forehead smooth, her hairline gorgeous. Her pure black hair would cascade to the middle of her back normally, but at the moment she had it pulled into a ponytail. 

No wedding ring.

I stopped. My mouth opened, but nothing came out. Oh. My. God. You have to be the most beautiful woman in—

She cocked her head slightly to the left and the smallest hint of amusement crossed her face, her smile still in place. She jerked one thumb over her shoulder. “I think maybe I came through the wrong door, but—”

Unfortunately, I found my voice. “Oh, no no. No, we use that door all the time. I mean customers. Customers use that door all the time. We—Mr. Gruber and I—we use the side door.” I jerked my thumb over my own shoulder. “It’s back that way. Behind me, about thirty feet. But the back door there, the one on the alley by the big bay door, that’s our regular customer door when... you know, when they want to come in that way. Because they want to buy something, I mean. You know, or get something fixed. But not pets.” Oops, I heard that. I tried to laugh it off. “‘Cause pets... you know, they don’t have engines and we’re a small-engine repair—”

She held up one hand. “Right. Small-engine repair. That’s what I need, I think.”

I don’t think so, I thought, doing my best to keep my gaze locked on hers and not allow it to wander. To keep my own mouth shut, I bit my bottom lip and nodded sagely. “Right. Right.”

She glanced over her shoulder. “Actually, I have my lawn mower in the back of my pickup. Could you maybe look at it for me?”

I blushed. “Sure. Sure, that’d be fine.”

“So... should we open the bay door first or...?”

“Oh, right. Yes, that’d probably be the thing to do for sure.” I turned sideways and awkwardly edged past her, my arms in the air as if she were holding a gun on me. “I’ll just hit that old switch and get that old door right on up there.”

I flicked up the switch that operated the bay door and prayed it would actually work this time. Sometimes it would stick a few feet off the floor, but this time it worked. If bay doors have emotions, I was sure it was as impressed with her as I was.

When the door had reached about seven feet, I released the switch and looked at her. “I’m Charlie—Charlie. I’m Charlie Task. What’s your name? I mean, not for me personally. I’ll need it for the estimate.”

She smiled broadly again and offered her hand. “You don’t want my name personally? Should I be offended?” 

I took her hand. It was as soft as I thought it would be. I forgot to shake it. “Oh, no Ma’am... I mean, Miss. I just meant—”

She laughed. “Marie. I’m Marie Arcenaux. Good to meet you. Would you like to go to lunch sometime?”

I forgot how soft her hand felt in mine or that I was even still holding it. “What? Oh, yes Ma’am. Miss. Miss Arcenaux.”

She laughed again and lightly tugged her hand from my grip. “Marie’s fine. Should we maybe get the lawn mower down first?”

“What?” I tore my gaze away from her face. Her pickup was parked in the alley. The lawn mower was in back. “Oh, yes, sure. I’ll get that right now.” Even though the bottom of the bay door was at about seven feet, I ducked as I passed under it. Never know when it might just let go and fall. I lowered the tailgate of her pickup, grabbed the lawn mower at the deck and pulled it toward me, then hefted it and set it on the ground. “There we go. What seems to be the problem?”

“Maybe if you bring it inside first.”

“What?” I looked down at the mower, still setting where I’d put it. “Oh, right. Right.” I began pushing it into the bay.

“It kind of sputters... I think it just needs a good cleaning... maybe a tune-up or something. You do that, right?”

“Oh sure, you bet. I’ll bet that’s exactly what’s wrong with it too. Sure do.”

“Don’t you need to start it or something?”

“Oh... yeah, sure. I’ll do that later, when Mr. Gruber gets back. We’ll check it out thoroughly for you. Of course I’ll give you a call before we do any re—”

“Don’t sweat the small stuff. Just fix it please. Here’s my number.” She handed me a card. “And don’t forget lunch.” She smiled again. “Talk to you later, Charlie.” And she turned and walked out through the door beside the bay door. In her pickup, she glanced at me and waved with her fingers, then drove down the alley. A light plume of alkali dust hovered in her wake. I watched until she turned right at the end of the alley.

Suddenly I was aware of her card in my hand. 

The card was plain black on white:

Marie Arcenaux

Real-Time Solutions for Real-World Problems*Over a beer in the bar side of The Well, Jason Cormier frowned, handed her card back to me. “Jeez, Task, whaddya suppose it means?”

I took a sip of beer and shook my head. “I dunno. I thought you might have some idea.”

Jason had been my friend since second grade when he and his parents had moved to Stillson. We fished together, hiked and camped together, and decided together that college could wait. He worked for the pulp mill in the next town up the road. He took another sip of his beer and held up two fingers for the waitress. “An’ she’s fine on top of all the mystery?”

“Finer’n frog hair,” I said, repeating a favorite description.

Jason leaned forward and grinned. “Tell me about her legs again. You know how I like frog legs.”

“C’mon, man. You know that ain’t gonna happen. I really like this girl.”

He sat back. “A’right, a’right. But you let me know how the date goes, right?”

I shrugged. “We’ll see. Ain’t a date anyway. Just lunch. Probably right next door.”

He nodded. “About the only place in this sorry town. You call her yet?”

“Not yet. Thought I ought’a have somethin’ to tell her about her mower first.”

“Nah, man!” He held up his hand and started ticking off fingers. “Look, we both know you’re smarter than me, but sometimes you act dumber’n a bag of hammers. One, she gave you her number. Two, she asked you to lunch, remember? An’ three, then she reminded you of it.” He put his hands on the table and leaned forward. “You gotta call her, man.” He leaned back and patted his belly. “Either that or, you know, if you ain’t interested you can give me that card.” He made a grab for it.

I jerked it away, deposited it safely in my left breast pocket. “No way, Moron. You couldn’t land a chick like this if you had money. You definitely ain’t gettin’ this one.”

He grinned. “Aw man, I was just jerkin’ you around. I ain’t gonna take your girl. I mean, I could, but I ain’t gonna.”
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