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“…Some day, somewhere, a guy is going to come to you and show you a nice brand-new deck of cards on which the seal is never broken, and this guy is going to offer to bet you that the jack of spades will jump out of this deck and squirt cider in your ear. But, son, do not bet him, for as sure as you do you are going to get an ear full of cider.”

—Advice given to young Sky Masterson in Damon Runyon’s “The Idyll of Miss Sarah Brown”


He Was Her Man

Sarah Shankman


1

SAM ADAMS WAS running away from home. She’d been driving since dawn, mostly on rain-slick two-lane. You couldn’t take the interstates from New Orleans to Hot Springs, Arkansas. There were none.

On the other hand, the narrow roads threading through the little burgs gave her something to look at, to take her mind off the notion of shooting her boyfriend Harry, her songwriting barbecuer who’d done her wrong.

Harry, Harry, boy toy, Harry, why’d you do what you did? Didn’t your sweet Sammy make you moan? Ain’t that what you said, son? Said, Sweet Sammy, nobody’s ever been as good, nobody, nobody, nobody ever gonna come along, make me kick you out of bed, darlin’ one. Lay lady laid up in my big brass bed while the rains drip drip honey, musk, sweet sweetwater over the patios of the French Quarter, cooling everything but the love I feel for you, old lady, sweet lady, lady who steals my heart, bends my mind, melts my bones.

Bull.

In St. Francisville she’d passed moss-dripping live oaks. Hush-my-mouth antebellum houses in Natchez. The skies had cleared and the sun peeked out near Ferriday, where she’d stopped for three chocolate-covered doughnuts and a cup of not-bad coffee which had picked up her spirits, sugar and caffeine being medicine for the blues. Feeling as bad as she did, she’d grab at almost anything—except, please God, not the booze—to blunt the pain. Then she looked from her doughnuts and spied the photos on the coffee shop wall of Ferriday’s three infamous cousins: Mickey Gilley, Jimmy Swaggart, Jerry Lee Lewis. Maybe Mickey wasn’t so bad, but the other two… Child, don’t get her started on the perfidy of men.

Why else was her rearview mirror showing her a face that looked like 20 miles of bad road? And no matter what was playing on the radio, what she heard was a mean low-down version of the My-baby-done-stepped-out-on-me blues.

Finally, four hours, three Cokes, two brownies, and a box of Cracker Jacks later, a road sign announced Hot Springs, 10 miles. But the red light flashing on her dash laid odds she wasn’t going to make it.

Well, wouldn’t you know? Samantha Adams—former crime reporter, 41 years old, running away from home, running away from a gut-stabbed ego—had managed to run out of gas, too.

But, yo, girl. Heads up. See that red-and-yellow promise of deliverance just up the road? Gas ’N Grub said the sign over the one-stop convenience store. Olive Adair, Sole Proprietress. Beneath that, Pearl Adair, Top Dog. Sam managed the first smile of her long grim day, then wheeled into the Gas ’N Grub.

*

Inside Olive Adair was saying to her hound, Pearl, “Those girls don’t know what they’re talking about. Do you think they know what they’re talking about?,” snapping off the TV, Donahue and the three bottle blondes perched on the edge of their seats like canaries, saying how being a call girl was fun.

Pearl sat back on her haunches and said, “Aooo, aooo,” which is what she was supposed to do, and Olive reached behind the counter of the Gas ’N Grub for a package of Cheez Doodles, the big redbone hound’s favorite snack. While she was at it, Olive snagged herself a Delaware Punch from the cooler. Pearl, impatient, barked twice.

“Hold your horses,” Olive said to Pearl, tearing open the bag. “I’ll tell you what, dog, way back when I was living the life, no matter what those Donahue girls say, not a single minute of it was fun. Living in town in Hot Springs, yes, but not the work. ’Course maybe it’s a little different, the way those girls do it, calling on the johns, you have some control, instead of them walking right in off the street, pointing a fat finger in your face like you was supposed to be thrilled to pieces, you’d won some kind of beauty contest. ’Course, you get down to it, no matter who does the traveling, you close that bedroom door, it’s all the same thing.” Olive lifted a blue-veined hand and smoothed at the gray curls that had popped loose from the knot atop her head. She was wearing a purple-and-green muumuu she’d bought when she was in Hawaii with her friend Loydell, nothing under it but rolls of pink flesh and a pair of lilac step-ins. “That was the fifties,” she said to Pearl, “when I was practicing my profession up at Lola’s behind the bank on Bath, right off Central Avenue. Which reminds me, Pearl, we need to figure out what I’m going to wear to Jinx’s party this evening. My blue? What do you think?”

Pearl gave her a puzzled look like she wasn’t sure. Just about then the bell sounded as a silvery-blue BMW pulled up at the gas pumps. A tall curly-headed brunette wearing a red sweat suit jumped out and reached for the do-it-yourself unleaded supreme. She filled that tank right up, slapped the nozzle back on the pump, and stepped inside to pay.

“Hi!” Olive said. “How you doing this afternoon? Have you ever seen prettier? I was just saying to Pearl here that I didn’t think I’d ever seen a more beautiful afternoon, once that rain cleared off. Kind of day makes you think, well, Lord, you finished with me here, I’m about through, ready to come on home to Glory, it looks anything like this.”

It was then that the pretty brunette broke into a big boo-hoo.

*

“Jesus, I’m so sorry,” Sam said for the tenth time, sitting on the stool Olive had pulled out from behind the counter. She blew her nose on one of Olive’s pink Kleenex, feeling like a fool.

“Honey.” Olive patted her on the knee. “You don’t need to be apologizing to me. I think that’s what’s wrong with the world, folks go around holding everything in. Letting it fester. Next thing you know, there’s some sucker, been chewing on a world of hurt, somebody flunked him, fired his butt, stole his honey, whatever, he rolls out, climbs up in a tower, jerks open an office door, one of those, pulls out a shotgun, starts blasting away. Usually kills a whole bunch of folks, sometimes even the main one did him dirt, before he puts himself out of his misery. Whole thing could have been avoided, he’d just given in to his feelings, said what was on his mind. ’Course, it’s mostly men that does that.”

It was those last words that made Sam start up again. “I wish he hadn’t,” she sobbed.

“Hadn’t what?”

“Said what was on his mind. I wish he’d just kept his damned mouth shut.”

“Uh-huh.” Olive settled her rear up against the counter. “I see. Was he one of those, it made him feel soooo good, sharing his doo-doo with you? Laid a big pile of it in your lap, then walked away, wiping his hands, like Whew! I feel a heck of a lot better. Meanwhile, you’re sitting there trying not to shoot him. Tell me now, was it another woman?” Sam nodded. How tired her situation was. A lover fooling around, well, it wasn’t like that page-one news, was it? Olive shook her head and tightened her lips. “Never ceases to amaze me. Wouldn’t you think somebody had a woman as nice and as fine-looking as you, he could keep it zipped? But they don’t. They never do. It’s the testosterone.” Olive slapped the counter. She had dainty hands with a petal pink manicure. “Same thing that causes football, strip-mining, shoot-outs, wars, most of the world’s miseries short of the rheumatiz. We’d all be better off they flushed that stuff out of ’em on a regular basis. I say, give them the monthlies.”

Sam was thinking she’d like to give Harry the business end of a .38.

“Now, you tell Olive all about it. You want a drink? It’ll make you feel better. I’ve got a bottle of bourbon stuck back here, or would you rather have a beer?”

“Neither, thank you.”

“Cause it’s against your religion?”

Sam shook her head.

“Well, if you’re an alkie, that don’t bother me none. I got a whole raft of friends used to have some serious problems with the booze.”

Sam stuck out her hand and said, “I’d be proud to join that club.” For she’d been sober 12 years and had grown awfully fond of Olive Adair in the past 15 minutes.

“Let me get you a soda pop. How about a Delaware Punch? Or you got the sugar, too?”

“Nope.” Sam grinned. She didn’t have diabetes, and she hadn’t had one of the dark red sodas, so sweet they made your face squinch up, since she was in pigtails back in Atlanta. “Delaware Punch used to be one of my all-time favorites. I didn’t know they still made it.”

“They ain’t quite run off everything’s that good.” Olive plopped a can on the counter. “Now tell me all about this son of a bitch. What’s his name?”

Sam took a long swig and shuddered at the sweetness. “Harry. Harry Zack.”

“Is he cute? I was always a fool for cute ones myself.”

Oh, Harry was a looker all right. The next thing she knew, she was telling Olive about how he was only an inch taller than she was, but he had this slow grin, broad shoulders, strong legs, neat butt, a head of dark curls much like her own, gray eyes. The left one drooped a little.

“Is that sexy?”

Everything about Harry was sexy. Her 10-years-younger boyfriend she’d met at Mardi Gras two years earlier visiting her friend Kitty Lee. She’d spotted Harry at the airport, the minute she stepped off the plane. With that first glance, he’d set her hormones in an uproar. They’d do-si-doed around one another, chased up and down blind alleys searching for a killer, Harry being an insurance investigator at the time. They’d ended up in the big brass bed in Harry’s French Quarter apartment, and from then on it seemed they were compatible in most of the ways that are important between a man and a woman.

“So you wanted to settle down and he didn’t?” asked Olive.

“Nope. Turn it around the other way.” Sam had had her heart squashed one too many times and had decided that semipermanent was the best one could hope for in that game. Certainly all that she could ever commit to. “But I did what I could. I took a leave from my job reporting for the Atlanta Constitution. Moved over to New Orleans. Well, almost to New Orleans. I’m renting a house on the north shore of Lake Pontchartrain, about an hour away from Harry.”

“So you’re close, but not too close?”

Sam nodded. Olive had her number, all right.

“And everything was just hunky-dory, until when? Yesterday, he told you about the blonde?” Olive handed Sam a package of peanuts, which she ripped open with her teeth.

Then Sam said, “Young blonde. Pretty young blonde. I’ve met her a couple of times. She was working on the advertising for his restaurant, Harry and his friend Lavert have this barbecue business.” Sam took another long swig of the Delaware Punch, then held out the can and looked at it. “Very young. Very cute. Very skinny.”

“Did you suspect something right away?”

Sam nodded. “Hated her on sight.”

“Any woman’s got an eye in her head knows. If she says she don’t, honey, she don’t want to. You Twelve-Steppers call that denial, don’t you?”

“Olive, you sure you’re not in the program?”

“Nawh. But I been a couple of times. Those friends of mine seemed to be having too much fun at them meetings, I said let me in on this thing. So they did, or Loydell did. She’s my best friend. So I saw what y’all are all about. Folks sitting around, telling the most godawful stories about what they did when they was drinking, and everybody else laughing their fool heads off because they’d been there, too, done exactly that same thing. Or worse. That’s the reason the thing works, I figured it out. Being with a bunch of folks know exactly where you’ve been and not condemning you for it, helps you stay clean.”

“You got it,” said Sam. She most definitely had to get herself to a meeting or three this weekend. Stop pretending she wasn’t trying to run away from the pain, driving 500 miles in one day.

“So,” said Olive, “you up here in Hot Springs looking for a Rent-A-Shooter to kill her, him, the both of them, vacationing, or just passing on through?”

Sam wiped her salty hands on the pants of her red sweat suit. “I’m following my friend Kitty, who flew up for a party. I need the use of her shoulder.”

“Well, that’s good. That’s what friends are for. I don’t know what I’d do without my friend Loydell. We talk to each other first thing every morning, make sure we want to go to the trouble of living that day. The day we decide we don’t, we’re riding up to the top of that tower on Hot Springs Mountain, hold hands, jump off.”

Sam laughed. The old lady was a great kidder. Wasn’t she? Then she backed up to the Rent-A-Shooter. “I really hadn’t thought about hiring somebody to kill ’em, but now that you mention it…”

“You’re too late by 30 years. Hot Springs used to be a wide-open town till Bobby Kennedy got his drawers in a twist. You name it, we had it. Gangsters, killers, colorful characters out the wazoo, gambling casinos, bookie joints, hot and cold running houses of ill repute.”

Having said that, Olive stood up straight. Sucked her stomach in. Pushed her chest out. The pounds and the years melted away. Oh, yes, thought Sam, Olive had been a looker in her day. She wondered what exactly Miss Olive had done for a living in Sin City?

But before she could ask her, the old woman was off on her two-dollar lecture. “It’s the waters that first brought folks here. One-hundred-and-forty-three-degree springs, coming right out of the rocks, Indians knew about them. Healing waters, they say, but I think back then it was a relief just to loll around in a big old tub of hot water that you didn’t have to fell the trees, chop the wood, build the fire to heat. But once you’d bathed, you needed something else to do.”

“Wine, women, and song?” Sam reached for a Hershey’s bar with almonds, peeled it, and stuck it in her mouth.

“And gambling, which brought your criminal element. Why, back in the olden days, Jesse James used to hold ’em up right at the edge of town, and that’s the truth. There were racketeers fighting over territory, shooting up each other and innocent bystanders in the middle of Central Avenue when it was still a mud trough full of pigs. Then later, we had the Capones. Lots of Chicago mobsters came for the waters. Owney Madden, a bootlegger from New York, he settled here, ran his gambling operation out of the old Southern Club. Now it’s the Wax Museum. But, oh, it was something, all right, the old Hot Springs.” Then Olive leaned closer. “Though even today, if you want a little action, take your mind off your troubles, there’s still some gambling—and I don’t mean the Oaklawn track—you know where to look.” Then she patted Sam’s hand. “You want another pop? How about a sandwich?”

“No, thank you. I’ve consumed about five thousand calories since I came through that door, and I still have a party to go to.” She patted her stomach. “I’d better be getting on.” She was feeling a lot better. Nothing like a good cry and a bunch of sugar and salt to improve your spirits.

“Where are you staying in town? You never said.”

“At the Palace. That’s where the party Kitty came up for is being held. I was invited, too, but I wasn’t coming—till Harry turned into a son of a bitch.”

“Are you talking about Jinx Watson’s party?”

“Why, Olive! Do you know Jinx?”

“Her mother is my friend Loydell I was telling you about. And I’m going to that party, too. I was just discussing with Pearl here what I ought to wear. We agreed on my blue.”

Sam grinned. “Well, I’m wearing my red. But not this.” She pointed at her sweat suit. “A little red dress with gobs of pearls. You think that’ll do?”

“Honey, if you know Jinx, you know it doesn’t matter what you wear.”

Sam nodded. Oh, yes, ma’am, she sure did know Jinx.

“Then you know she’s going to turn up looking like Elizabeth Taylor—or Cher—whoever’s the latest version of dressed-to-the-tits. Nobody’s going to give you a second look.”

Sam laughed. “She and Kitty and I were all together in school at Stanford. Back when Jinx was a beauty queen.”

“First runner-up to Miss Arkansas. We thought for a while there Jinx was going to kill that girl what won.”

And if she had, and if they’d hanged Jinx, Sam would have thrown a party to celebrate. But that was one thing about giving up the booze. You had to learn to give up hating people’s guts. Alcoholics couldn’t afford resentment. It was surely one hard lesson to learn. But that didn’t mean she had to like her old rival. The one who’d been so pretty it’d make you puke. The one who’d horned in on her friendship with Kitty. The one who’d ripped off her best beau.

“I wouldn’t exactly say Jinx and I are close,” she said to Olive.

Olive hooted. “That’s precisely what her momma says. My friend Loydell? The woman doesn’t give two hoots for her one and only flesh and blood, but she makes the best of it. I reckon you’ll make the best of it, too. In any case, it ought to be some party. They say a whole planeload of folks flew in from San Antonio, where Jinx’d been living before she came over for the races and met that man she’s marrying. And them Texans know how to party. I myself have been looking forward to this shindig. A fat old lady like me don’t get asked much to such fancy goings on. The last doodah I went to was over in Little Rock the night Bill was elected President. Me and Loydell got all dressed up and drove over and stood out in the yard of the Old Statehouse, yelled Woo Pig Soooooeee till we couldn’t anymore. It was one of those times just like today, I was saying about it being so beautiful and all, I thought, Lord, I ain’t ever going to be happier than I am right now. Take me if you want. But He didn’t, so here I am, about to iron my blue dress.”

“And I’m glad.” Sam reached over and gave the fat old lady a big hug. “I’m glad you stuck around to be with me today.”

“Me, too. I swear I don’t know what you’d have done without me. Drove off in a ditch and starved to death, I reckon.”

“Probably. Now, I’ve really got to scoot.” Sam checked her watch. “Kitty’s expecting me, and she’s going to be screaming bloody murder if I don’t get there in time to have a visit before the party.” She hugged Olive again. “I’m so happy you’re going to be there too. You save me a dance, okay?”

Olive cocked a finger at her. “Now that’s an offer I’m holding you to.”


2

TEN MINUTES LATER Olive had turned on her talk show again. Sitting up there now were these 18-year-old girl Siamese twins who wanted to marry each other. Olive said, “I can’t see as how it’d make any difference, can you, Pearl?” Then the bell sounded, and a four-door silver Mercedes about 10 years old pulled up. A slender redhead stepped out and reached for the do-it-yourself unleaded supreme at the very same pump Sam had used.

“Would you look at that, Pearl? Are we having a run of pretty ladies today, or what?” Olive raised up off her stool to get a better look, pulling down her muumuu in the back where it had bunched up. “You see that yellow suit, that’s genuine linen. That pretty white blouse is silk, and those pumps—that’s real alligator, Pearl. Which reminds me of that Japanese tourist at the alligator farm in town who was carrying an alligator bag from one of them designers, leaned over too far, a big old ’gator snagged her bag like it was his Uncle Elmer he’d always had it in for, chomped it and her wallet, a thousand dollars in cash and a whole bunch of credit cards.” Pearl barked. “I already told you that one? Well, you look out at that woman there, she’ll keep you amused. Ain’t she purty? And rich, got to be rich, driving that big car, you see those diamond studs in her ears, see ’em sparkling way over here? That’s class and money, Pearl. Bet she comes in here and flips out a gold card. Or a platinum.” Pearl barked again. “That’s right. That’s all the metal you see these days, none of them silver dollars I used to collect. We’d drop ’em in the big slots in Bubbles. Did you know that’s what the Yankee gangsters used to call Hot Springs, Pearl? Idn’t that cute? Watch out, now, here she comes. Wonder what her name is? Rita? Lucy? Something to match that red hair, I bet.”

“Well, hello there,” said the woman, breezing in with the same smile you’d swear she used when she had tea with the Queen of England. Olive took a look at the turned-up nose, small white teeth, milky skin, the faintest little laugh lines at the corners of the mouth and eyes—and put her at 28. Probably be good to 50. “Beautiful afternoon, isn’t it? Oh, my goodness, what a gorgeous dog. Is she a hunter?” asked the redhead, wrinkling up her nose. She had an overripe accent, like maybe she was from Charleston, Savannah, one of those. But she had a West Coast kind of body, slim, strong like a young boy’s. She looked like she jogged five miles a day or rode a bike.

“Coon dog,” said Olive. “Redbone hound’s the best coon dog money can buy. Pearl here belongs to my grandbaby, Bobby.” At that Pearl flopped right over, belly up, tongue out, drooling like a perfect fool. The redhead leaned over and goosed her for a minute with long thin fingers, which were pretty, but looked like they knew a few tricks. On her right hand sparkled an emerald-cut diamond that had to be at least four carats, maybe six. She said, “Dogs are so much better than people, don’t you think? I used to keep English spaniels. But I can’t now, I travel so much.” The smile on her beautiful face was a heartbreaker. If it were a record, thought Olive, she’d play it over and over again on rainy afternoons. Then the redhead straightened in one long motion and pulled a bill for the gas from the alligator bag, and handed it to Olive. “Do you mind if I use your ladies’ room?” The pretty lady glanced at her gold-and-stainless-steel watch, the kind you see in fancy ads in magazines. “In fifteen minutes I’m due at a meeting in Hot Springs, at the Arlington, and I need to freshen up.”

“Why, not at all. Please help yourself.” Olive heard herself flossing up her inflection as if she were a grand lady with appointments to keep instead of a former hooker/waitress now convenience store proprietor/gas jockey. Though she did have Jinx’s party this evening. “You go outside, turn right, around to the side, you can’t miss it. But don’t you want your change?” Then Olive looked down at the bill she was holding. A 50. You hardly ever saw one of those.

The woman’s smile tucked in at the corners as she nodded at the bill. “I hope that’s not inconvenient.” She stared back down in her bag, then lifted eyes of emerald—just like the cut of that perfect diamond on her perfect finger. “I’m afraid it’s the smallest thing I have.” Then she did the tiniest little shrug, followed by something with her fanny you’d say was cousin to the hootchy-kootch if she wasn’t such a lady and you didn’t know that she really had to go to the bathroom.

Which set Olive to worrying about the shape the Ladies was in. Oh, she’d emptied the trash like she did every morning, made sure there was plenty of toilet paper and paper towels and pink liquid soap. But she hadn’t mopped it. She wished she’d swabbed it down with Lysol and hung some of those little huck towels with the day of the week done in cross-stitch and laid in some of that pink carnation soap her grandbaby, Bobby, gave her for Christmas four years ago, still in the box, Olive was saving it for something special. But Olive handed over the $32.45 in change and hoped for the best, bathroom-wise. “Thank you so much,” said the redhead stepping outside.

Olive shook her head. “There’s them that has, and them that don’t, Pearl. You know that? That’s the way God made the world. ’Course there’s them that say there’s only so much people stuff in the universe and it keeps getting recycled, so there’s always another chance, depending on what you did the time before, you could come back a millionaire. I know what I want to be next time around.”

Pearl sat up and said, “Rowooo, rowooo,” like she had a big old coon up a tree and could see the shine of his eyes, her idea of nirvana.

Olive said, “Nope. Don’t wanta be like that redhead, either, driving that big silver car. I already was a pretty woman, and look how that turned out.”

Pearl muttered something deep in her broad chest.

“That’s right,” said Olive. “You. I’m coming back as a coon dog with a momma who owns a store full of snacks and nothing better to do than sit around and spoil me all day. Though, I wouldn’t mind having that one’s figure again. I used to have me one like that—and a pretty pale yellow suit. Wouldn’t that look swell at Jinx’s party? I think it’d be perfect, early evening do.…”

Just about then, the lady whose suit Olive was coveting was striding back to her car, turning and waving with that stiff little motion like you see beauty queens do, when suddenly she yelled bloody murder. It was the kind of scream that you used to hear from the blonde in monster movies. The kind of scream that let you know the screamer wasn’t fooling around. There really was something out there in the dark that was going to scare the bejesus out of you. More likely it’d eat you alive. Olive thought maybe the redhead’d stepped on a snake, so she grabbed her .44 Bulldog from behind the counter, and hit the door running, making sure Pearl didn’t escape. “You stay!”

The lady was still screaming. Then she saw Olive with the revolver and threw her arms up in the air. “Oh, my God! Don’t shoot, please don’t shoot me!”

“Lady, are you crazy?” Olive was looking all around for the snake. Where’d it go?

The lady was jumping up and down hollering. “I’ve lost my ring! My diamond ring!”

Her ring? That’s what all this fuss was about? Then once again Olive saw that emerald-cut sparkler catching the fluorescent lights, and she commenced to joining in the screaming. “Where? How? Tell me exactly what you did.”

Now the lady was jumping up and down, shaking her wrists. Then stopping to stare at the right hand like if she looked at it long enough, her ring would reappear. “I took it off in the ladies’ room to wash my hands, and then, well”—she started to wail—“I don’t remember!”

“Yes, you do. Just calm down. If you get ahold of yourself, you’ll see what you did.” Olive knew how that was. How you did things automatically. Driving, even. Like when you were thinking about something real hard, you’d start off in your car in Hot Springs, next thing you knew you’d be in Pine Bluff, 40 miles away, not remember a dad-blamed thing.

“I was thinking about Dean, Dean’s my boyfriend who gave me the ring.” The lady broke into some serious tears.

Olive wouldn’t have figured her for a crybaby, but you never knew. She could hear Pearl yodeling away inside. Pearl was dying to poke her nose in their business, see if it was something she could chase through the brambles, torture across a bog.

“Listen, lady,” Olive said.

“Madeline.”

“That’s a right pretty name. So listen, Madeline, let’s just collect ourselves here. I know we’ll find that ring.”

Madeline was wiping her eyes, making black smudges on her knuckles. That and the runny nose, she looked like a kid.

“Come on, now. You only went from here to the Ladies. We’ll retrace your steps, find it for sure.”

So that’s what Olive and Madeline did. Olive slipped the revolver in the pocket of her muumuu, and together they examined every square inch of the oil-spotted concrete. They poked at old chewing gum, at gravel, at weeds growing up through a crack. They inspected every last centimeter of the Ladies itself, though Madeline swore that she knew she hadn’t dropped it in there. The more she thought about it, the more she remembered shaking her fingers one last time in the sunshine to make sure they were dry before she put on her ring because she was prone to dermatitis, she had sensitive skin. The ring had simply disappeared into thin air.

Well, it couldn’t have done that, said Olive. Things just didn’t dematerialize. They weren’t snatched up by haints. Olive was a practical woman who’d always lived in the here and now, and by God, that diamond was here, and it was here now, and they would find it if they just persevered. So they did the search all over again. Frontwards. Backwards. Sideways. Widening the area each time, but with no luck. Madeline was crying all the while, blubbering like a baby, talking about how much that diamond was worth. A quarter of a million dollars, she said. Insured, of course. But she couldn’t report it missing. Not after that robbery that she and Dean had had at his beach house last summer, when the thieves broke in and knocked them around and tied them up and took every last piece of jewelry she had. My stars, said Olive. Dean had given her this ring as a sort of consolation prize while they were looking around to replace things with the insurance money. Not that you could ever replace those pieces with sentimental value. Of course not, said Olive, shaking her head, remembering that pink-gold locket with the little engraved roses, pictures of her first dog, Pokey, inside, that a john had ripped right off her neck 40 years ago. Thinking about it still made her mad. But because of that robbery, said Madeline, her insurance premiums were already so high, if she reported this… Besides, she wanted the ring that Dean had given her, the very one, not some replacement. Then she broke into sobs so heartrending, Olive almost joined her.

After a while Madeline got control of herself, blew her nose in a white linen handkerchief trimmed with both cutwork and lace, rocked back on those alligator heels, and moaned, “On top of that, now I’m late for my meeting. And it’s an important meeting.”

Olive was sure it was. What other kind of meeting would a woman wrapped in linen and silk and alligator and diamonds and gold and stainless steel and a silver Mercedes be going to?

Madeline reached in her alligator bag and pulled out a little notepad and a gold pen. She scribbled her name, Madeline Brooks, and the words Arlington Hotel, Hot Springs. “That’s where I’m staying.”

Olive nodded. Anybody who knew anything about Hot Springs knew the Arlington. It and the Palace were the two grand hotels left from the good old days when Hot Springs was something. Al Capone had kept a suite there.

“I hate to leave.” Madeline turned her head and closed her eyes and threw her naked right hand over her pretty white-silk-and-yellow-linen-covered breast. “But I must. With the hope, of course, that I’ll hear from you soon. That you’ll call and say that you’ve found my ring and you’re waiting for me to come and claim it and give you your thousand-dollar reward.”

Olive gasped. A thousand dollars! Now wouldn’t that come in handy? That trip she and Loydell were planning to Morocco.

“Cash,” said Madeline. “To anyone who finds Dean’s token of affection. Oh, Olive, please, please, find my ring.” Tears danced in her emerald green eyes.

Olive had never seen anyone with eyes that color. “Don’t you worry your pretty little head about it. Unless the angels have swooped down and carried it off for the Good Lord to wear on His pinky, you’re gonna hear from me soon. I promise you that.” With any luck, she’d find it right after Madeline left, bring it into town with her on her way to Jinx’s party, stop into the Arlington, call Madeline up on the house phone.…

“Oh, Olive!” Madeline clasped her to her bosom and gave her a big hug. “I know you’ll be my salvation.” Reluctantly she stepped into the Mercedes and pulled the door to with that solid kerchunk like a bank vault closing, and waving a sad little Miss America wave, drove off.


3

THERE WERE TWO messages waiting for Sam at the hotel desk. The first one said, Call Harry. That was a laugh. What did he want, to fill her in on a forgotten detail of his trysts with Barbie? And how’d he know where she was, anyway? She handed the yellow slip of paper back to the desk clerk and said, “Could you burn this, please?”

The second message was from Kitty telling her to get herself down to the baths. Now! So she dumped her bags in her room, stripped, grabbed up the monogrammed terry cloth robe and paper slippers the hotel had so graciously provided, and rang for the cute little gilded elevator, which took her to the spa on the Palace’s second floor.

The reception area was a Moorish temple done in tiles of turquoise and maroon. Behind the desk the receptionist wore a platinum beehive and rhinestone cat eye glasses and called her Honey. She took Sam’s room number and pointed her through the pink curtains, straight back to the twenties. The waiting room sported wooden ceiling fans, walls of spanky clean white tile and gray marble, and mazelike floors of pink and white octagons.

Kitty threw herself at Sam from a scalloped green metal lawn chair. “Oooooooh, I am so glad to see you!”

The two old friends kissed cheeks and hugged. The top of the five-foot-two Kitty’s strawberry blond head tucked neatly under Sam’s chin. She said, “I know. I almost died without your smart mouth running in my ear the past twenty-four hours.” And that was true. The visit with Olive had been great, but nothing beat old friends.

“Speaking of dying. I don’t know why you didn’t fly. Did it rain all the way? I was just sure you were roadkill by now. You all agitated, driving eighty miles an hour.”

“I never topped seventy-five,” Sam lied. She was famous for her speeding tickets, and her impatience. “The driving was good, I needed to work off some nervous energy.”

“Well, sit right down here and tell all.” Kitty patted the chair beside hers.

So Sam repeated the tale of woe she’d shared with Olive and had already told Kitty the night before on the telephone, filling in more details. But woe was like that. You needed to twist it around and chew on it several times before you could begin to get the hurt out.

Kitty fell back in her chair, her robe flapping. “I say shoot both the sons of bitches. Him and her.”

“Oh, you always say that. But you don’t mean it.”

“What the hell are you talking about? I never say things I don’t mean.” Which was a joke. Kitty was in the public relations business in New Orleans. She lied for a living.

Sam said, “Let me remind you that twenty-odd years ago, back in school, when Jinx, this very same Jinx whose third engagement party you’re here for”—she held up three fingers—“ran off with Frank, my very best boyfriend in the whole world up until that time, you said the same thing. Shoot ’em. Moi, I agreed it was a superlative idea. Then, I start chatting up our friends in the Panthers about a gun, what did you do?”

“I said you were nuts. Locked you in our dorm room. Reminded you that all that bourbon you used to consume made you forget the difference between Southern hyperbole and reality.”

“So what does that say about my killing Harry and this blonde now?”

“Says you’re sober, which means you’d know more about what you were doing, plus you have all that crime-reporting business under your belt. I’d say you could probably get away with it.”

Sam laughed. “While I’m at it, you think I could get away with doing Jinx, too? Since I missed my chance the first time around?”

Kitty got that prim look on her face that meant she was going to say something that would make Sam want to slap her. And sure enough she did.

“Now, you know you don’t still hate Jinx.”

Sam slammed a hand on her forehead. “By God, you’re right. How could I forget that? We went over the same ground when you first tried to drag me up here for this stupid party. You feel sorry for her—which, of course, is akin to feeling sorry for Attila the Hun because his momma wasn’t nice to him. And I let go of all my mean, ugly, and vicious feelings about her eons ago. I don’t think about her any more often than I think about—oh, say rattlesnake bellies.”

Kitty’s eyes narrowed. “You’re lying through those pearly teeth, and you know it. Otherwise why wouldn’t you come to her party? She invited you. I know the invitation came in the mail the same day as mine.”

“Jinx probably invited the entire South. And Texas. Especially Texas, since she made off with their lottery.”

Kitty had her forefinger ready to point. “That’s why you let that green-eyed monster get ahold of you again. You’re jealous because Jinx won that million dollars, tax-free.”

Sam, who had inherited that and more from her long-deceased parents, narrowed her eyes and sniffed. “An engagement party for your third time around, when you’re forty-one years old, is tacky, and you know it.”

“Since when did you become Miss Manners? You don’t give a rip about that kind of thing.”

Kitty was right, but Sam didn’t let that stop her from trashing Jinx. “I bet she’s going to have a long white gown, a four-tiered cake, and six bridesmaids, their shoes and dresses dyed lime or puce or whatever to match the punch. There’ll be a video of her getting her ring—four carats. No, six. Jinx wouldn’t marry anybody for fewer than six. And a cake at this party tonight with a music box inside playing a recording of Jinx and the groom—what’s his name?”

“Speed. Speed McKay.”

“Sounds like a pool hustler to me; anyway, a recording of Jinx and Speed, blathering about the day they met.”

“Sammy, you’re over the top. Your mind’s come unhinged over this Harry thing. What you’re saying about Jinx, I think this is called displacement. You’re furious with Harry, but you’re dumping on Jinx.”

It was maddening to have a friend who knew her so well. Sam absolutely was doing that very thing. She was losing it, big-time. She sounded like a jealous 16-year-old girl. And she hated the idea that she was so het up about Jinx’s wedding because of her own problems of the heart. Resenting Jinx because she was getting married again just when Harry had strayed. June, moon, croon, puke. She was bored with the whole concept. Maybe she’d find a nice nunnery to check into for a good long sulk, even if she wasn’t Catholic.

Just then a short middle-aged black woman all in white—T-shirt, shorts, socks, sneakers—sauntered up to the two women and patted Sam on the shoulder. “Hi, baby, I’m June, and I’m going to take care of you. Come on over here with me.” She nodded at Kitty. “Sweet thing, somebody’ll be along for you directly.”

*

Back at the Gas ’N Grub, Olive Adair was down on her hands and knees talking to herself. It’s here, I know it’s here. Wiping the sweat out of her eyes. It could get pretty hot in Arkansas in late April. Hot enough to make an old lady think maybe she was about to get sunstroke if she didn’t take a break from searching for that diamond ring.

Besides, Pearl was about to have a fit. Howling, Ooohuroo, ooohuroo, in front of the soda cooler as if Olive didn’t know how that felt, a woman left lonely, which was the title of her favorite song by Janis Joplin. It was on the album, Pearl, she’d named the dog after. Bobby, her grandbaby, hadn’t had time to name her before they dragged him off to the slammer.

“Momma understands, sugar.” Olive leaned over and gave Pearl a hug, then reached into the cooler and grabbed herself another Delaware Punch. Whew! There was nothing like an ice-cold pop to make an old lady feel better.

Unless it was a thousand-dollar reward. Olive rested back on the cooler and took another swig. “How would that be, Pearl? You and me, we’d throw ourselves in that Sunliner, drive into town, have ourselves a little vacation right here at home.” She glanced out at the old black-and-gold retractable hardtop convertible shrouded with a tarp. It was a classic, more than one young hotshot had offered her good money for it, but Olive wouldn’t let it go. It belonged to Bobby. He was supposed to be getting out any minute now, she’d been saving the Sunliner for him all this time. Kept it in A-l condition, too. “Then we’d drive into town and check into the Arlington. No, the Palace. I always favored the Palace, better class of clientele, and I ought to know, having entertained gentlemen from both plenty of times. Get ourselves freshened up, go downstairs, stroll through that pretty lobby, watch ourselves in all those gold mirrors, I bet they make us look slim, take ourselves a table on the veranda, order ourselves a shrimp salad and some real sweet iced tea. Watch the passing scene on Central Avenue. Ask the waiter to call and make us a reservation for a bath and massage a little later.”

Pearl barked.

“You like that? Well, then we’d take us a little nap in our suite, get up and dress for the evening. You remember that dress I used to have of lemon yellow dotted swiss? It had the most beautiful collar trimmed in lace, I think that’s what Madeline’s suit reminded me of.”

Pearl said, “Ooooruha.”

“No, I guess you don’t. That was before your time. Anyway, we’d stroll down Central, go look at us some art. There’s all these new galleries now in the old buildings across from Bathhouse Row. Boy, have things changed. Back before air-conditioning, standing out on the sidewalk you could hear the results of the races at Santa Anita, Saratoga, Pimlico broadcast over the loudspeakers came right through the open windows of those same buildings in the hot weather. Pearl, would you hush up!”

Then Olive looked around and saw what had the hound so agitated. There was a tramp cutting across the edge of her property, a tall old man in a filthy long-sleeved undershirt and a pair of what looked like green fatigues belted with a rope. He had long white hair under a straw hat, a scraggly gray beard, and a sticky-looking handlebar mustache.

Well, God knows there were plenty of folks poorer than her these days, people who didn’t have the luxury of worrying about not meeting next month’s rent, worrying about bankruptcy, had already lost what little they had, including their homes, lots of which were pretty pitiful anyway. Things had gotten so bad under those damned Republicans, rich folks sucking off not only all the cream, but purt near down to the bottom of the bottle, you couldn’t drive more than five miles in any direction in this country anymore you didn’t see people living in shacks, in chicken coops, in that kind of cab-over trailer that’d fit on the back of a pickup truck, no matter what there was always a bunch of snot-nosed kids playing out in the dirt, old clothes flapping on a single line. It’d break your heart. Olive was about to reach back in the cooler, pull out a cold drink to take out to the old man, he looked so hot, when suddenly he stopped at the edge of the pavement, reached down, and picked up something, his mouth falling open like a black cave. He stuck whatever it was in his pocket in a godawful hurry, and looking behind him like a booger-bear might be after him, took off down the road.

Jesus H. Christ! He’d found the ring!

*

June led Sam off into a small room with a dressing area and a tub. “Take that robe off, honey, hang it up there.” Sam felt a little shy, standing there in the altogether—like maybe she ought to do more than fast-walking three miles a day, which wasn’t doing a thing for her upper arms, and what the heck was happening to her waist—but June, who handled naked ladies all day long, didn’t give her a second look.

She pointed Sam toward the deep long tub, sort of like a horse trough of ancient white porcelain with a contraption at the end that looked like an oversized egg beater. “Y’all friends, you and that women you talking to? Unh-huh. Mozelle’ll take care of her in a minute. Ain’t nothing like girlfriends. Where y’all from?”

While Sam talked, June gave her a hand into the tub, and the water was hot, not the kind of hot when you’ve overdone it filling the tub and you have to jump out again before your tootsies parboil, but good hot, and growing hotter as June opened the tap. “How’s that? Tell me if it’s too much.”

It was wonderful. Absolutely aces. She could already feel the tension of the long drive melting away.

Then June scrubbed Sam all over with a loofah and pink liquid soap out of a plastic jug, chatting away about what a small world it was. “Ladies run into each other in here all the time. Had a couple last week, had to be seventy years old, hadn’t seen each other since high school somewhere up in Ohio. You ain’t never heard so much hollering in your life. Liddy, that’s the old lady outside at the desk with the sparkly glasses, she called in here, had her fingers on the nine-one-one, thought we’d drowned somebody for sure.” June laughed, showing perfect white teeth in a chocolate face so clean and smooth Sam wanted to lick it, see if it’d taste as good as it looked.

She asked June, “Are all the bathhouses like this?”

“Well, strictly speaking, this ain’t a bathhouse. I mean, it’s a bath, but it’s in a hotel. The bathhouses are those eight buildings you see parading on down the hill from here on Central. Only one of them’s operating, the Buckstaff. And the Fordyce, it’s all fixed up as a museum. You go in there, you want to see yourself some glamorous. It’s got lobbies and verandas and ladies’ parlors and billiard rooms, a fountain, stained glass, treatment rooms, a gym. Joe Louis himself worked out there. ’Course, the Dallas Cowboys been here. Big old boys.” June laughed.

“So all the others are closed?”

“No, there’s a restaurant called Bubbles in one of them, on the main floor.” Then June sniffed, like there was more to be told, but her time with Sam was up. She slapped a hot white washcloth over Sam’s brow and plopped two paper cups full of hot water on the bathtub ledge. “You drink that, same water inside and out you, holler if you need anything, I’ll come back and get you in about fifteen minutes.” Then she flipped on the egg beater, and the water bubbled and surged.
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