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      "Time does have a way of making hurts smaller. It's the distance. It's like being in the airplane and looking down at Bright's Pond with all that space between me and the town. Everything looks so small, even my troubles. From up there I had a sense that any problem could be solved.


      It's about perspective, I think."


      —Griselda Sparrow


       


      If you've seen one pumpkin, you've seen them all. Unless the pumpkin is named Bertha Ann. The gourd offspring of Nate and Stella Kincaid created quite a stir in Bright's Pond a few months back. Well, it wasn't all Bertha Ann's fault. As it turned out, Stella had some explaining to do. And Nate? Let's just say Nate had his own battle brewing to save Bertha Ann and not only control the mildew, a feared and dreaded malady to gourd growers everywhere, but his temper as well.


      Nate and Stella Kincaid had been growing prize-winning pumpkins for going on ten years, ever since my sister Agnes Sparrow prayed, and Nate's pumpkin took first place in the 1967 Tri-County Pumpkin Festival in Shoops Borough with a whopper of a squash weighing an astounding one hundred and fifty-seven pounds.


      That was back in the days when Agnes, who weighed just over seven hundred pounds, settled her massive girth onto our red velvet sofa and dedicated herself to a life of prayer. It had become nearly impossible for Agnes to venture outside any longer.


      I will confess that when Agnes prayed, things happened: several healings that we know of, a few incidents of lost objects being located miles from where they were last seen, and several other more minor miracles such as car engines starting when there was no earthly reason.


      Agnes lives over at the Greenbrier Nursing Home now, where she continues to pray, but no one has reported an actual bona fide miracle in at least eight months.


      Some folks claim it's because the nursing home doctors put her on a strict diet to make her lose weight and this has somehow weakened her powers. Agnes told me she's decided to welcome the diet and follow her doctors' orders, but I still find Baby Ruth wrappers and crusts from lemon squares in her trashcan.


      Folks can't help but feed her. I keep my eye out for ill-gotten food booty and confiscate what I can. Just a few days ago I found an entire rotisserie chicken in her closet.


      But even I've let Agnes eat some sweets and brought her a meatloaf special from The Full Moon Café a couple of times. For those of you who don't know, that's a big hunk of meatloaf with a side of mashed potatoes swimming in a pint of brown gravy with a small dish of green peas alongside for color. It's not about the veggies. It's about the gravy.


      "Does my heart good, Griselda," Agnes had said as she poured extra gravy on her potatoes. "A body can only eat so much lettuce without worrying she's going to sprout a cottontail and long rabbit ears."


      I remember I smiled that day because it made me see that it's the occasional sweet or savory indulgence that puts the curlicue on an otherwise plain existence.
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      Harvest Dance time—the town's annual celebration of cooler days and good friends—waited for us just around the corner of next month. I sat in a booth at The Full Moon along with the rest of the dance committee as we wracked our brains for this year's theme. That's when Stella rushed inside. She looked like she had seen a ghost. In a way she had.


      Stella interrupted Ruth Knickerbocker as Ruth tried to convince Mildred Blessing that Bright's Pond was not ready for a murder mystery theme. Yes, I was on the committee that year. Studebaker Kowalski talked me into serving after Ruth begged him to snooker me into service. I hated committee work. I much preferred my life as a loner. But with Agnes safely tucked in at the nursing home I thought it might be kind of nice to stretch my social skills. Working on the Harvest Dance seemed a safe goal to reach.


      "Griselda," Stella said. "I need to speak with Agnes."


      All the ears in the diner perked up.


      I grabbed Stella's hand that shook so much you'd think she was conducting the "Stars and Stripes Forever." "What's going on? Come on now, sit down here and tell us. You look terrible."


      Stella squeezed into the booth next to Stu and Hazel. "I—I just can't come right out and say it in front of all these people. It's a personal matter, and Agnes is the only one who can help me sort it all out."


      Zeb stopped by our booth with a pot of coffee. He refilled our cups and asked Stella if she'd like a drop. Zeb owned The Full Moon Café and prided himself on excellent customer service and good food.


      "No, thanks. My stomach's churning something fierce."


      "Something wrong with Bertha Ann?" Zeb asked.


      Stu tried to contain a chuckle but was unsuccessful.


      "No, she's coming along nicely," Stella said. "Nate managed to get the mildew under control, and we built a tent for her. Poor Nate. He's been camped out with her day and night, spraying for bugs, wiping her down with milk, and checking her vine positions. He says she'll grow to be more than five-hundred pounds."


      "That amazes me right down to my kneecaps," Ruth said. "I hope Bertha Ann takes first place. Imagine that—a five-hundred-pound pumpkin. Why, Bertha Ann will weigh nearly as much as Agnes. We sure can grow 'em big in Bright's—"


      She plopped her hand over her mouth like she had uttered the worst insult in the world. I touched her hand to let her know that I didn't take offense. Everybody knew my sister was big. At last weigh-in she was a quarter pound over 625, having lost thirty pounds since checking into the nursing home.


      I sipped my coffee, and Zeb set a Full Moon pie—a luscious lemon meringue in an aluminum pie tin—on the table. "You all might as well split this," he said. "I plan on making quite a few for the dance. Think I'll add some orange food coloring to the meringue this year."


      "Ooooo," Ruth said, "that'll give your pies a harvesty look."


      Zeb smiled even though I could tell he was upset that his punch line had been hijacked. He would have said he was making Harvest Moon Pies.


      I smiled and let my fingertips brush his arm. "That's a good idea, Zeb. Full Moon Harvest Pie sounds like a great idea."


      He smiled back at me, and for a moment my heart sped and I felt my toes curl in my white Keds. Zebulon Sewickey was a handsome man, even if he was wearing a greasy white apron and paper hat.


      "Anyhoo," Stella said, "I just have to talk to Agnes. Do you think it would be all right if I went over there this afternoon sometime?"


      I sipped coffee and then let a breath escape through my nose. "I—I suppose so. Nate can drive you over around two o'clock—after lunchtime."


      Stella leaned into me and whispered. "I can't do that. Nate doesn't know anything about my predicament, and I'm afraid to tell him what with all his stress over Bertha Ann and the contest and the rain and all."


      I patted her hand. "Okay, okay, don't fret. I'll drive you over myself. I planned on going later anyway."


      "Thanks, Griselda." She gave me a kiss on the cheek, hugged me, and then scampered out the door like a mouse. Stella was a little thing, only about five feet tall, with long brown hair she always kept in a ponytail that hung straight down her back. She had a preference for blue jeans and flannel shirts—usually green and red and gray.


      Stella never learned to drive. She said it was too hard—too many things to be aware of all at the same time—so she often relied on me or her husband and sometimes Studebaker to get her where she needed to go. But Stella never seemed to want or need to go anywhere. She could walk to the Piggly Wiggly and to see Doc Flaherty, who treated her for a rash that erupted on the same day Nate switched to a new herbicide. Marlabeth Pilky at the Paradise Trailer Park had specially mixed it for him. She was known in these parts as an herbalist—a folk-healer—and Nate relied on her expertise for various pumpkin afflictions.


      The committee table grew quiet for a few moments after Stella left. I figured everyone was debating whether to comment on Stella's interruption. But leave it to Ruth to get the ball rolling.


      "What do you suppose that was all about? My goodness but she seemed all in a swivet. You don't suppose she's got the cancer now. Lot of that going around these days what with my Hubby Bubby and all."


      Ruth's husband died from a malignant brain tumor nearly six years ago, but the event still resonated like a raw, freshly pumiced callous in her thoughts.


      "Nah." Stu waved away Ruth's theory. "She doesn't look sick, and believe me I know."


      He sipped coffee and pulled a piece of crust from the pie. Studebaker had been one of the first cancer healings in Bright's Pond. The doctors wrote him off as pretty much a goner until Agnes prayed for him. He said he felt as though a million fire ants were crawling all over his body. Claims he tingled for three days. It still gives me the willies when they give Agnes the credit. But that morning, Studebaker stopped short of singing Agnes's praises, and I was proud of him. After all, as Agnes always says, any miracles come express from God.


      I sliced a piece of pie and licked lemon off my finger. "I can't imagine what the trouble is. Stella is usually so quiet, you know. Just sticks to her pumpkins and such."


      "And for her not to tell Nate," Ruth said, "it must be something mighty troublesome."


      "I suppose we'll find out sooner or later," Studebaker said. "Right now we have bigger fish to fry. We need to decide on a theme for the dance or it's going to be nothing short of a sock hop."


      That was when Mildred, who had been silent through the whole Stella visit, finally added her two cents. Mildred Blessing was our Chief of Police and an odd combination of feminine brawn and schoolgirl curiosity.


      "I can tell," she said. "I can always tell."


      "Tell what?" Boris Lender asked. Boris was the Bright's Pond First Selectmen—kind of like a mayor, but a clause in the town charter prohibited the election of a mayor per se. And to tell the truth, the First Selectman had just the right amount of power—kind of like salt in a stew—with just enough to make all the components work together.


      "That there is criminal activity afoot," Mildred said. "Stella Kincaid is acting suspicious. Her body language and facial expressions have all the earmarks of someone hiding a crime."


      Ruth laughed and said, "You're crazier than a bedbug. Stella is not a criminal, Mildred, so just stuff that talk in your sack. My goodness. I can't imagine Stella Kincaid ever engaging in anything illegal or criminal, and you should be ashamed for even thinking such a thing."


      I tapped Ruth's foot under the table. "Let's get back to committee business please, and let Stella worry about her own problems."


      "Fine," Mildred said, "but mark my words. Something foul is afoot in Bright's Pond."
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      The committee meeting broke up about forty minutes later. We never did settle on a theme. Mildred had to go on duty, I needed to get to the library where I worked, and Stu had business up at the Paradise Trailer Park where his cousins Asa and Ed lived. Ruth just looked tired and perhaps a bit downcast because Mildred poo-pooed her suggestion to have an "Under the Sea" theme.


      I'll admit that I sided with Mildred and inadvertently added to Ruth's dismay after laughing at the thought of mermaids in Bright's Pond. We gave her what was left of the Full Moon pie as consolation. The committee planned to meet at the library the next day, then we went our separate ways.


      Before I left the café, though, I made sure to spend a minute with Zeb. He and I were an item—had been since high school. We had our share of break-ups over the years, but that summer we had found our way back together. I think it had a lot to do with Agnes moving to Greenbrier. Before then it seemed I never had time for him; Agnes had a way of coming between us.


      "I like your harvest pie idea," I said.


      He came out from the kitchen and leaned across the counter—spatula in hand. "And I like you. Will I see you later?"


      I smiled. "I imagine so."


      I wanted him to steal a quick kiss, but when Zeb looked around the café and saw all the people, he ducked his head. Zeb wasn't big on public displays of affection.
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      One-thirty rolled around pretty fast, so I headed over to the Kincaids to pick up Stella. It was the first sunny day in the last four, but a few gray clouds lurked in the distance. The Kincaids lived in one of the smaller houses in Bright's Pond, but they owned the most land—twenty or thirty acres.


      I parked Old Bessie, my red pickup, on the street and climbed out. The air felt cool and crisp and definitely smelled of autumn, that musky brown smell that tasted like the first sip of apple cider with cinnamon. From the Kincaids' street I had a good view of the mountains. They stretched on forever that day, the blue-grey sky a dome that helped me see what Agnes saw when she said living in Bright's Pond was like living inside a snow globe. I lingered a moment and took it all in. For as long as I have lived in Bright's Pond, I've never tired of the view, although I will confess to a growing desire to take a little vacation, perhaps to see what was on the other side of those hills, outside of the glass confines of the snow globe.


      I was about to knock on their front door when I heard voices coming from the back of the house. Sure enough, Nate and Stella were out in the pumpkin patch tending to Bertha Ann. A carpet of huge green leaves and vines covered the plot of land they affectionately called The Nursery. I saw two other large pumpkins, but Bertha Ann rested under a purple tent held up with thick poles. She was their princess.


      "I said I already sprayed all around." I heard Stella say with a tinge of annoyance in her voice.


      "Then how come she got so many dang blame beetles jumping around on her leaves, Stella? Huh? Tell me that."


      "Maybe you got the wrong spray, Mr. Bug Buster. Ever think of that? Maybe you need to take a sample of them bugs over to the county agent and get an opinion."


      "So now you're telling me how to raise Bertha Ann?"


      "Well, she's my pumpkin too, you big goof. There ain't no crime in identifying the proper bug for the proper spray."


      "I know what kind of bugs they are, Stella. Them dang rotten cucumber bugs."


      "Then you better get the Diazinon, Nate."


      I coughed, not that I really needed to. I wanted their attention and figured their pumpkin problems were none of my beeswax.


      "Oh, Griselda," Stella called. She had turned with a start. "Is it one-thirty already?" She brushed dirt from her blue jeans.


      "Why's she here?" asked Nate. "We got work to do. Need to fertilize before the rain comes back."


      Stella turned back to Nate, who picked a bug from one of Bertha Ann's leaves and crushed it between his thumb and index finger. "I thought I'd go with Griselda and pay a little visit to Agnes, if that's okay with you."


      Nate screwed up his mouth and tossed a rock over the pumpkin patch fence into the cornfield on the other side. He was a big man, must have stood six feet four inches with shoulders as wide as a door. "Go on," he said. "Don't know why you need to see her though. She stopped praying for us and now look what's happening to our patch."


      It wasn't Agnes's fault, but I could see there was no point in pressing the issue.


      "I just thought it would be nice to visit," Stella lied. Then she tried to reach up and kiss him but he turned away—much to Stella's embarrassment, I'm sure. "Be that way," she said.
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      We had driven about a mile before Stella spoke. "Honestly, that man is impossible anymore. All we do is bicker, bicker, bicker."


      "He's just worried about the weigh-off," I said.


      "I know, I am too, but he doesn't have to treat me so mean. I'm not treating him that way. And sometimes I hear him . . . I hear him out there talking to Bertha Ann about me. Now that ain't right, Griselda. A husband discussing his wife with a pumpkin—she is a pumpkin."


      "I'm with you. That doesn't even sound right." I turned left onto Route 113. Now it was only a straight haul to Greenbrier for about four miles. I was just about to ask Stella about what was going on when I heard the buzz of a low-flying airplane overhead.


      "Look at that," I said. "I can see the pilot. Why is he flying so low?"


      Stella grabbed onto the dashboard and ducked. "Holy cow, that's nuts! Are they allowed to fly that low?"


      The sight nearly took my breath away. But in a surprisingly good way. "Wow. It must be exciting to fly a plane like that."


      "And dangerous," Stella said.


      I kept the plane in sight as long as I could.


      We drove another mile or so before I turned the subject back to the matter at hand.


      "Are you going to tell me what the real problem is, Stella, or should I wait until you tell Agnes?"


      Stella gazed out the window. The farms with mostly mowed over cornfields whizzed by. I could hear a flock of migrating red-winged blackbirds overhead, no doubt making their way to a cornfield to rest and forage.


      "Look at them," I said. A black cloud of birds soared in the sky, dipping and swirling on the currents like spilled ink. "They are magnificent."


      Stella didn't respond for a long second or two. "I'm sorry, hon. Did you say something?" Her southern accent dripped through. Stella had come to Bright's Pond from Tennessee about ten years ago. She was twenty-three when she arrived with one suitcase and very little to say.


      "I was noticing the blackbirds, Stella. They're amazing."


      "Blackbirds, right." She strained to look at the sky. But I knew she couldn't see anything but blue. "They're beautiful."


      She couldn't have cared less. Whatever was preying on her mind must have been mighty heavy. I decided I would have to wait until we were with Agnes to learn about it.


      
        [image: Image2]

        

      


      The Greenbrier Nursing Home was a series of four long, one-floor, red brick buildings arranged in a square. A steel flagpole stood in the center and flew three flags. The Stars and Stripes, The Commonwealth of Pennsylvania's blue flag with two horses reared up on hind legs with a golden crest in the middle, and The Greenbrier Nursing home's green and white banner lowest but not least.


      "Here we are."


      "My stomach is upset now," Stella said.


      I pushed the gearshift into park. "Why so nervous, Stella?"


      "You'll learn soon enough." She pushed open the truck door and hopped out. "Guess the whole town will find out sooner or later once my troubles make their way into the rumor mill."
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      Agnes admitted herself into Greenbrier about nine months ago. It was time. Her weight had reached nearly 750 pounds from what we could estimate. Her asthma attacks became more frequent, and after keeping herself imprisoned at our house for nearly ten years, she was ready for a change.


      Fortunately, and probably because of her size, Agnes had a single room at the nursing home. They gave her a specially reinforced bed able to hold about a thousand pounds. It was much wider than regular hospital beds so finding sheets to fit was difficult and expensive until the Society of Angelic Philanthropy, which did secret charitable acts in Bright's Pond, got together and started sewing two sets of full size sheets end to end to make them fit. At last count they had completed six sets of sheets—all white except for one set with daisies all over, like a meadow.


      "She's in room 116," I told Stella, who was moving a little slow, maybe even cautiously, kind of slinking down the hall like she didn't want to be seen. "All the way at the end of the hall."


      "How can they stand the smell in here?" Stella asked pinching her nose. "It's worse than the cow barn."


      "Guess they get used to it."


      "Can you die from swallowing bad odors?" Stella asked.


      I smiled. "Don't know for sure. But I never heard of anyone inhaling too much stink and keeling over."


      A man in a wheelchair came whooping around the corner. He made vroom vroom noises as he blazed passed us. It took a second before it registered that he had no legs.


      "I hate it here," Stella said.


      Agnes's door was open, which meant we could walk right in. Sometimes I would arrive and the door would be closed, which meant the aides and nurses or doctors were in with her doing whatever it is they needed to do.


      "Hey, Agnes," I called. "Brought you a visitor today."


      Agnes made a noise and managed to pull herself up with the aid of a triangular trapeze bar that dangled over her chest. She sat mostly propped up in a tangle of blankets and sheets. Two thin pillows supported her head and one them had fallen to the side so much it was about to fall on the floor. Other than the bed and a hospital tray table, Agnes's room was decorated with homey touches like her mahogany highboy dresser brought from home, the matching nightstand, and a pretty little lamp with a pinstriped shade. The objects from home made it appear less medicinal.


      "Stella?" Agnes said. "Is that Stella Kincaid? Praise Jesus! I haven't seen you in a dog's age. How's the prize-winning pumpkin business treating you?"


      "Hi, Agnes. This year we named our entry Bertha Ann. She's doing fine, real fine, getting bigger every day. Nate's been busy with mildew control and taking care of the pests."


      "Kind of like me," Agnes said with a chuckle. "They keep telling me they're gonna haul me down to the truck stop scales out on the turnpike to get an accurate number. They think I might have dropped a few pounds. But I am not letting them hoist me onto a forklift ever again." She slapped her knee. "If that wasn't the most humiliating experience of my life I don't know what is."


      I patted her hand and kissed her cheek. "Don't worry. I won't let anyone haul you around on a forklift again. But right now, Stella has something personal she needs to discuss. I didn't think you'd mind."


      Stella moved closer to the bed. Agnes readjusted herself and that was when the precarious pillow fell, causing several Baby Ruth wrappers to float to the floor like autumn leaves. I snatched them. "Where'd you get these?"


      "Oh, Griselda, you're such a worrywart," Agnes said. "It's only two or three candy bars. Stu brought them by. Ain't gonna hurt me none. The so-called food they give me here isn't fit for a dog most of the time. I'd do just about anything for a tuna salad on white bread, like you used to make me. You always made the best tuna salad with the tiny shaved carrots mixed in and sweet onion."


      "I count five wrappers," I said.


      "Five wrappers? You better toss them out before nurse Sally finds them."


      "Agnes, you promise to tell Stu not to bring anymore, and I'll see about the tuna salad, maybe without the bread."


      Agnes smiled. Her tiny eyes grew as wide as they could in their sockets.


      I crumpled the wrappers and was about to toss them in the trash.


      "Hold on," Agnes said, "mind shoving them in your pocket and getting rid of 'em at home? Don't need the evidence lying around. I think she looks through my trash."


      Agnes grabbed onto the trapeze bar and pulled herself up even more. It seemed to take a full thirty seconds from start to finish. "So, Stella, what's on your mind?" I watched Agnes take a breath. It always pained me to see her struggle for air.


      Stella opened her mouth to speak, but no words came out. She walked toward the windows. "You got a right pretty view, Agnes. I can see so far, and that grass is still so nice and green, and look at those trees all around. The fall colors are a little off this year, don't you think? Probably on account of all that rain. Not enough sun—"


      Agnes clicked her tongue. "Stella. Now I know you did not come to talk about leaves."


      Stella turned around. Her eyes glistened with tears. "Okay, here goes. I got a phone call yesterday. It would appear that my—" she paused and took a shaky breath—"brother has been in an accident, and he is right this minute lying in a coma right here at Greenbrier, in this very building." She tossed the words out fast and hard. And then she started to blubber.


      My heart leapt into my throat. Agnes coughed so hard I worried she might have an asthma attack. "Brother?" she said. "We never knew you had a brother."


      "And he's here? At Greenbrier?" I added. "In a coma?"


      Stella wiped her eyes and nodded. "For going on two weeks now. The people here just found me yesterday."


      Agnes patted her bed. "Sit, Stella. Tell us the story."


      For the next little while, Agnes and I listened, listened and nodded and stroked Stella's arm as she told us a sad, sad family story about betrayal and lies, back-biting and blackmail.


      "So you see, we haven't spoken for going on ten years."


      "I had no idea you were carrying all that hurt," I said.


      "Do you know anything about the accident?" Agnes asked. "About what put him in a coma?"


      Stella shook her head. "All I know is what they told me. A few weeks ago Walter was up near the coal mines. They're not sure what he was doing, but he took a spill down one of those—what do you call them?—slag heaps up there near the quarry and knocked himself unconscious—or so they think. They brought him here two weeks ago."


      "How did they find you?" Agnes asked. "I mean if he can't talk or—"


      "They used his driver's license to track down his home in Tennessee. When they called the number a woman answered."


      "A woman?" I said. "Is your brother married?"


      "Not that I know of," Stella said. "The nurse said her name is Gilda."


      "But how did they find you?" Agnes repeated.


      "I'm getting to that, but I'm not a hundred percent sure. The nurse said she found my name, my maiden name, in Walter's wallet and when she mentioned it to the woman in Tennessee she told her I was his sister—does that make sense?"


      "Yes," Agnes said. "It makes sense, but it sure is a lot to take in."


      "I know," Stella said. "It's more complicated than pumpkin growing. My mind has been reeling since I got the phone call."


      "Just take it easy," Agnes said. "You'll start to feel better now that Griselda and me know."


      Stella swiped at more tears. "I just don't know what to do. Should I go to his room? And if he has a girlfriend or a wife then maybe he doesn't need me, maybe he doesn't even want me."


      "How can I help?" Agnes asked.


      "I can't decide if I should go see Walter or not. I mean what if he wakes up, sees me, and has some kind of stroke or something. I don't want to kill him by surprise, and he's probably happy with things the way they are seeing how he ain't bothered to look me up or—"


      "Now, Stella," Agnes said. "Did you ever go looking for him in all this time? Ten years?"


      Stella looked ashamed and then piped up. "Weren't you listening to that tale of woe I just told you? Calling me those most awful names and cheating me out of my half of the inheritance? I mean, Lord, Agnes. He's a scoundrel."


      "Maybe he's changed," I said.


      That was when a nurse came in carrying a little white paper cup. "Time for your pill, Agnes."


      Agnes looked at the small orange clock on the wall. "My goodness. We all been yakking for nearly two hours. It's after four o'clock."


      "I am sorry," Stella said. "I didn't mean to take up so much time, but I thought you needed to hear the whole story about what happened to my family and Walter and all."


      Agnes patted Stella's hand. "Perfectly all right, dear."


      "So are you gonna go see him?" I asked.


      Stella pursed her lips and stood. "I just can't say, yet. We got so much trouble in our family. Maybe it's best to let it go. He's got what's-her-name . . . Gilda, and I'm sure scads of other friends who will rally around."


      "But only one sister," Agnes said. She looked at me and smiled.


      "I did come here for another reason," Stella said. "To ask a miracle."


      Agnes screwed up her face. "I'm not in the miracle business too much anymore, Stella."


      "You can still pray—and I know, I know, it's up to God and all—but I was hoping you might ask the Almighty to keep Walter in that coma for a bit longer—until I get it sorted out."


      Agnes chuckled. "Now that's a new one. Most folks would ask God to bring a loved one OUT of a coma not to remain locked inside."


      "Just for a short while longer," Stella said.


      Agnes closed her eyes. We waited, expecting to hear her pray when her eyes popped back open. "I need to think on this one, Stella. But rest assured. It's all under God's control."


      Stella nodded and then opened her purse. A brown leather bag held closed with some kind of hemp string knot. She sneaked something under Agnes's pillow. "For later."


      I leaned down and kissed Agnes on the cheek. "I'll be back tomorrow."


      "That's fine," Agnes said. "And see about the tuna salad?"


      I shook my head. "I'll try, Agnes, but it might go against your doctor's rules. Bad enough the folks from town are sneaking you candy bars and M&Ms. Don't think I don't know it's not just Studebaker." I looked at Stella. She looked away.


      Agnes harrumphed. "Worry wart."


      "Stella," I said when we got to the hallway, "now you know sneaking Agnes candy is against the rules."


      "Ah, it's just a Three Musketeers."


      When we got to the truck, it occurred to me to ask, "Stella. Just one thing. If Walter wasn't looking for you, why was he up here in the mountains? I mean why isn't he down south? Isn't that where your people are?"


      Stella took a long moment before speaking. "That's a good question, Griselda. I'm sure I don't know why he was up here."
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      Stella barely looked at me or spoke the whole way back to town. She sat in her seat and picked at her fingernails. It was almost as if she regretted spilling the beans to Agnes and me, and I ached to tell her that I wasn't standing in judgment about her. I could understand her struggle. But I didn't say anything.


      It wasn't until I pulled up in front of her house that she finally spoke. "I'm glad it's out in the open, Griselda. But would you please keep it to yourself?"


      I assured her I would.


      She reached over and kissed my cheek. "Thank you, Griselda. You are a good friend."


      "Think Nate got the bugs under control back there?" I said as she pushed the truck door open.


      "Oh, he's a pain in my rear end," she said. "He fusses more over that pumpkin than he does the mortgage that is always late."


      "Are you gonna tell him about Walter?"


      Stella shrugged. "I'm afraid to. He's so tense right now what with the weigh-off coming around. One more problem might send him over—"


      "I think you should tell him."


      Stella paused a moment. "Heck, I haven't even made up my own mind about Walter, let alone whether to tell Nate all this. He doesn't know much about my life before we got married."


      "I guess you can wait to tell Nate, but Walter? He could die."


      I pulled away from the curb with an uneasy feeling setting in my stomach. I had known Stella for several years and in all that time she never seemed vulnerable in any way. She always went about her business without a care. I guess it goes to show that everybody has their troubles. Some are better at hiding them.
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      It was Thursday, meat loaf night at The Full Moon. It used to be on Mondays, but Zeb decided to change it on account of more people came out on Thursdays. And I will admit to having a weakness for Zeb's meatloaf, so I headed to the café.


      Mildred Blessing's police cruiser was parked in her usual spot. Zeb gave her a reserved parking spot because she was a guardian of the community, and he felt it was a good idea to honor her that way. She also gets free coffee while she's on duty.


      Dot Handy waited the counter while Babette Sturgis took care of the booths. Babette had blossomed into a pretty young woman, having just this year graduated from high school. She attended the Shoops Community College, studying to become a kindergarten teacher.


      "Evening, Griselda," called Dot. "Will you be sitting at the counter tonight? Might be a bit of a wait for a booth."


      I looked around. The café was crowded with families, so I sat on one of the red vinyl counter stools.


      Dot wiped the space in front of me. "Meatloaf?"


      "Yep. And coffee."


      I could hear Zeb whistling in the back.


      "You hear the big news?" Dot asked.


      My thoughts jumped immediately to Stella and her brother. How in the world could Dot have found out anything? Agnes would not have gotten on the telephone and blabbed to everyone, and Stella, I was certain, had told no one but me. Impossible. I played it dumb. "What news?"


      "About Cora's house. They finally rented it out."


      I took a breath. "Oh, is that all? Well, that's good news for Cora's family. I know they were eager to get a family in there." Cora Nebbish was a dear friend, an older woman who waitressed for Zeb right up to the day she died of heart failure.


      Dot poured my coffee and slid the silver creamer my way. "It's not a family that moved in, Griselda, that's why everybody is talking. Word is that Stanley Nebbish went and rented it to some hussy, a fast and loose type woman. Goes by the name of Glinda or something."


      Zeb came out of the kitchen with my special—a plate filled to the brim with a hearty slice of meatloaf, mashed potatoes drowning in brown gravy with tiny bits of onions swimming around, and a side dish of peas and carrots with a pat of butter melting on top. It smelled scrumptious. If I closed my eyes, I could easily imagine sitting around a family dinner table.


      "Her name isn't Glinda," he said. "She's not the Good Witch of the North, Dot. It's an even stranger name than that."


      Studebaker Kowalski took the seat next to me. He carried his plate and coffee with him. "I was sitting over by the window all by my lonesome, Griselda. Don't mind if I join you, do you?"


      "Course not, Stu."


      "I know it starts with G," Dot said. "Gracie? Gwendolyn?"


      "Her name is Gilda," called Mildred. She was just coming out of the ladies room, adjusting her gun belt. "Gilda Saucer."


      "Now, see there," Dot said. "If that ain't a hussy name, then I never heard one."


      I swallowed. Gilda? Walter's Gilda? Here from Tennessee?


      "I don't know for certain if she's a bona fide hussy, but she does look the part," Mildred said. "I wandered over while she moved some things inside. She didn't have much. Just a couple of suitcases and a trunk."


      "Probably to hold all her stripper clothes," Dot said. "If strippers got clothes. I mean—"


      "We know what you mean, Dot," I said.


      "She's a bombshell," Mildred said. "Tall, bleached blond, tight skirt. Lots of red lipstick and nail polish."


      "See that," Dot said. "I don't know why we got to have a hussy move into our town. Cora is probably rolling over in her grave, madder than jumpin' blue heck at Stanley."


      "I heard," Mildred continued, "that she is only renting the place on a month-to-month lease. Not even a full year like respectable folk."


      "Well, that's all the proof I need," Dot said. "She's a hussy."


      I ate some of my mashed potatoes. "So what do you want to do, Dot, run her out of town?"


      Dot filled Stu's coffee cup. "Now I ain't saying that, I'm just saying we should keep an eye peeled, you know. For Cora's sake."


      "Might not be a bad idea," Mildred said. "Single woman moving to town with just a couple of suitcases. Does seem suspicious."


      I swallowed some peas and figured maybe I should get on over to Stella's as quick as possible and tell her about Gilda before word spread.


      
        [image: Image2]

        

      


      It was pitch dark by the time I got to the Kincaid's house. They had one dim bulb burning on the porch. I parked Bessie and made my way to the back, figuring they were still fighting off cucumber bugs. I got about halfway there when all of a sudden the place lit like an invasion, like Martians had that minute landed in the Kincaids' pumpkin patch.


      "Stella," I called. "It's me, Griselda. Everything all—"


      Just then I heard a loud pop. And then another and then three more. Pop. Pop. Pop.


      "Stella," I called. I knew Nate was upset over the bugs but not enough to shoot her.


      "Stella," I called again and made my way to the back porch.


      The lights went off, and I was able to see Nate by the light of another dim bulb, sitting on the back porch with a shotgun resting on his knees.


      "Jumpin' blue heck," he said. "That miserable rodent got away again."


      "Nate," I said, "what are you doing?"


      "Groundhog. Super large thing. About the size of one them Volkswagen Beetles, been tearing up my patch. I've been trying to kill him for a week."


      Stella appeared at the back and pushed open the screen door. "Did you get 'im?"


      "Nah, he got away again."


      "I am not sleeping with those ridiculous floodlights blaring on and off all night long."


      "Well, I ain't turning them off," Nate said. He sat back down with his gun. "I got to wait for that monster to come back and then . . . BLAM!" He pointed his gun at the pumpkin patch.


      "Stella," I called, "it's me, Griselda."


      "Oh, Griselda," she said. She pushed the door open farther. "Come on inside. It's chilly and . . . and crazy out there."


      "I ain't crazy," Nate said, "but I'm gonna get that woodchuck. Right between the eyes."


      I slipped past Nate. "Good luck, Sheriff."


      Nate grunted something and then said, "And bring me a cup of coffee."


      Stella plugged the percolator into the wall.


      "Has he been doing this every night?" I asked.


      "Yep. Groundhogs are bad for pumpkins. Just one can destroy the whole patch."


      "Can't he just use poison or something?"


      Stella shook her head and pulled a red Thermos from a cabinet. "Nah, not good for Bertha Ann. Poison could kill her too."


      I sighed and sat at the kitchen table.


      "So what brings you here?" Stella asked. "I got some peach pie left over from supper. Do you want a piece?"


      I rubbed my stomach. "No, thanks. I just came from Zeb's."


      The coffee pot made gurgling noises. "Okay, suit yourself, but I know you didn't come out here to sit in my kitchen and drink coffee."


      "No, there's something I think you should know." I lowered my voice to a near whisper.


      "Is it about Walter?"


      "In a way. I found out that a woman named Gilda Saucer has rented Cora Nebbish's house."


      Stella's eyes grew so wide her forehead disappeared.


      "What? When? You mean she's in town. Right now?"


      "Dot Handy told me that she just moved in. Didn't bring much with her, according to Mildred Blessing. They're calling her a hussy. Dot said she looks like a stripper."


      Stella rinsed the Thermos in the sink and then dried it with a soft towel trimmed with red and gold roosters. "Just like him to take up with a woman like that."


      "That's just Dot Handy's opinion. You can't take her word."


      "Sure I can. I know my brother and now that she's moved to town, I won't have to go racing over to Greenbrier. Gilda can do all that."


      "I don't see any reason you still shouldn't go. It might be a good idea to meet her. Aren't you the least bit curious about why Walter was up here and what he was doing at the quarry?"


      "Maybe a little but—"


      "Well, you'll never know until you get over the past and go to Greenbrier and see what's going on."


      "Stella!" Nate called, "got that cof—" But before he finished the floodlights burst on, and we heard three more pops of the gun.


      "Dang! He's a smart one."


      Stella filled the Thermos. "I better run this out to Nate."


      "Will you at least think about it? Pray about it? Ask God to help you decide."


      "All right. For you, I'll pray about it. But not for Walter or his . . . girlfriend."
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      The next morning on the way to the library I drove past Cora's house with one eye looking for Gilda Saucer. Curiosity, I suppose. Not that I knew what she looked like. But seeing Cora's house gave me reason to pause. I missed my friend, Cora. I flirted with a passing thought about stopping and knocking on the door, but it wasn't like I had a batch of lemon squares to offer Gilda Saucer if she was inside, and what would I say to her anyway? Maybe I just wanted to look inside Cora's house once again. Anyway, I decided there was no hurry in getting the library opened and headed on down to the café for a cup of coffee since it was barely ten o'clock, and I rarely had library patrons before noon, especially when the air had a bite to it like it did that morning—a crisp autumn snap with the smell of wood smoke in the air.


      A woman fitting Gilda's description sat at the counter again. She had been there earlier, around breakfast time. She ran her finger around the rim of a cup half-filled with black coffee. She stared straight ahead like she had something awful on her mind. Must have been Walter. I watched her dump three spoons of sugar into her cup and stir the coffee with slow methodical strokes. Then she licked her spoon in that upside down way children did.


      I sat next to her.


      "Hi, my name is Griselda Sparrow." I offered her my hand. She had one of those limp handshakes that always made me feel weird.


      "Pleased to meet you," she said. "My name's Gilda, just like Hilda only with a G." Then she sipped her coffee. The explanation I was certain came standard with her name.


      "I hear you moved into the house on Hector Street."


      Zeb poured my coffee. "Morning, Grizzy."


      I nodded at him. "Hey, Zeb."


      Gilda shot me a glare. I noticed her bloodshot eyes and thought she might have been crying. "Guess what they say about small towns is true," she said.


      "Excuse me?" I averted my eyes.


      "You know, gossip."


      "Oh, well," I said. "I don't know if it's gossip as much as it's that change is very noticeable around here."


      "There is no reason to go noticing me."


      "We don't mean any harm. We're just a little curious when new folks move into town."


      "You know what they said about curiosity, don't you?" She wiped her lips on a paper napkin. She stood and moved toward the cash register. I watched her saunter out the door.


      Zeb returned carrying two breakfast specials. "She's an odd one," he said. "But she sure is prettier than a—" he looked at me. "Sorry, Griz. I didn't mean to say—"


      "Does she come in everyday?"


      "Sure does—hold on, let me get those guys their breakfast."


      I watched him drop the plates at a booth.


      "Yeah," Zeb said when he returned. "I get the feeling she hasn't done any grocery shopping yet. She comes in for coffee and sandwiches—likes baloney."


      Zeb went back into the kitchen, and I finished my coffee with my thoughts on Gilda. Why in heaven's name would she have rented Cora's house and not even bought groceries? Unless she's spending all her time at Greenbrier sitting with Walter. Well, if that isn't dedication, I don't know what is.
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      The library would have to wait. I made my way to Stella's. I found her out back nursing Bertha Ann.


      "How's it going, Stella?" I called to her across the pumpkin patch.


      She poked her head out from around Bertha Ann. "Hey, Griselda. What brings you here?"


      I tiptoed my way through the vines toward Stella and tripped over one that seemed to deliberately snag me. "I was wondering if you decided to go see Walter."


      Stella looked away and then turned back, locking her eyes on mine. "I thought about it and—and I can't find the power to go. I know you and Agnes think I should, but how can I?"


      "Just go, Stella. I'll be with you."


      "But Griselda, he's in a coma. What if he wakes up and sees me and gets all upset or something?"


      "Is that what you're really afraid of, Stella? Upsetting him?"


      She brushed hair out of her eyes and wiped her forehead with the back of her grubby hand. "What else?"


      "I think you're afraid you might have to stand up for yourself and tell him how you feel about what he did to you and your mother."


      She pulled another weed. "Be that as it may, there is no law that says I have to go."


      I heaved a slight sigh. "I spoke with Gilda this morning."


      She stopped yanking. "You what? Walter's Gilda?"


      "She was at The Full Moon. I sat next to her and introduced myself. That's all. She seems a little . . . off, strange. If I were to hazard an opinion, I'd say she might be in love with Walter and very concerned for him."


      "Then let her take care of him. Keeps me from needing to go there at all if she's so dang blame in love."


      "She seems tired is all I'm saying," I said. "And she is eating all her meals at the café. She could be spending day and night with him."


      "Her business, not mine."


      "Yes, but . . . but Stella. You need to see him, too."


      Stella yanked harder. "I can't, Griselda. Leastways, not yet."


      I made a couple more attempts to convince her but to no avail.


      "We'll keep praying," I said finally. "I better get to the library before folks think I went out of business or something."


      "Okay, I hope you have a nice day." Stella went back to her weeds.


      I turned to leave.


      "Griselda," Stella called. "Why do you care so much about my brother?"


      "I care about both of you and—and I just have this feeling that—"


      "What?" she said, sounding irritated. "That what?"


      "That he needs you, Stella."


      She made a noise and hurled a clump of scraggly vines into a pile of pumpkin patch debris.
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      Mildred Blessing was waiting at the library when I arrived. She had come for a fresh supply of crime novels. She read them like Agnes ate M&Ms.


      "I was beginning to think you were closed for the day, Griselda. I was just about to split."


      "No, no. I was over at Stella Kincaid's."


      I watched her eyebrows lift. "Really. I just know something is going on with her. Feel like telling me or will it wait until after I arrest her."


      I laughed and turned the key in the library door. "You are not going to arrest Stella and you know it. She's done nothing criminal."


      "Well, somebody has."


      I pushed open the door and a whiff of cold air shot out. "Just let me get the heat up."


      "Sure . . . sure, Griselda. I can wait. I'm not really on duty today."


      I reached into the basement stairway and flipped on the furnace switch. "I thought you were always on duty."


      "Nah, not really. But it's a boatload of responsibility being the only cop in town. Hard to take a real day off. I feel I need to be at the ready, you know, but the commonwealth requires me to take time."


      "Makes sense, Mildred. I got a new Rex Stout in and a couple more Raymond Chandlers if you want them."


      "Sounds good."


      "I'll go get them."


      I checked out Mildred's books while she waited, still with a kind of pensive look about her, like she was expecting some major crime to break out at any second. To be honest, other than an occasional fracas down at Personal's Pub or a problem up at the Paradise Trailer Park, nothing much happens of an illegal or police emergency nature in Bright's Pond.


      I pushed the books toward her. "Here you go. Enjoy."


      Mildred picked up the books and clutched them to her chest. "I'll just sit over there and read until the rest of the committee gets here."


      I glanced at the clock. Close to eleven. The Harvest Dance Committee was on their way to the library. We thought a meeting at the library might help, less distractions here than at the café. And sure enough right on time the door opened and in walked Studebaker, along with Ruth and Boris Lender. Zeb had to tend to customers, but he said he would be fine with whatever we decided. It had become imperative to settle on a theme. Time was a wasting.


      "Come on in," I said as though the library was my home. In a way, I suppose it was. The library had always been a place of sanctuary for me; even as a child I found comfort among the stacks of books. "I thought we'd sit at the periodicals table. I'll put coffee on."


      "I brought lemon squares," Ruth said. "Still a little warm from the oven."


      Studebaker tried to reach under the tin foil and snag one, but Ruth slapped his hand away. "You just wait until the coffee is served."


      Boris, being a lawyer, had a yellow legal pad in front of him and three very sharp Dixon Ticonderoga pencils. He was a quiet sort of man but had no trouble speaking his mind when it was appropriate. He could, of course, invoke his authority if there was ever the need. And frankly, I can't remember a time when he did.


      "I've been giving it some thought," Studebaker said. "And . . . and well, I think you're all going to like this idea."


      "Just spill it, Stu," Ruth said. "Somebody has to come up with an idea or we just won't have a dance."


      "Oh, simmer down, Ruth," I said. "We'll have the dance. We always do. We're just having a little trouble coming up with a theme is all. But we will. Now let's hear Studebaker's idea."


      He straightened his back and smiled and then said, "The old west, John Wayne, Dodge City, The OK Corral."


      No one moved a muscle until Ruth's jaw dropped open like Howdy Doody's.


      I wasn't about to say anything, although I liked the idea immediately, and excused myself to get coffee. Boris lifted the foil off of the lemon squares.


      "Well, how 'bout it?" Studebaker asked. "Cowboys, an old western saloon. We could even put down some wooden sidewalks and do some square dancing and—"


      "I love it," Ruth said. "I do declare Studebaker Kowalski, this time you got something special. Even better than my mermaids."


      I heaved a small sigh as I poured coffee. I was happy that Ruth finally broke the silence. I figured no one wanted to be first to jump on board. Even Boris had something positive to say.


      "Hot dog, Studebaker. That is a capital idea. I can see it now, cowboy hats and—"


      "Oh, oh." Ruth waved her hand. "You can wear one of them ten-gallon-size hats and wear a sheriff's badge, Boris."


      "Hold on a second," Mildred said. "I'm the only sheriff in town."


      I brought the tray of full coffee cups, cream, and sugar to the table. "This is beginning to sound like a great idea."


      "I like it," Boris said. "I'll play the part of a circuit judge passing through town to try cattle rustlers and chicken poachers."


      The ideas flowed like the Susquehanna River that day. We had more plans for the dance than ever. I knew Mildred would be pleased, and Zeb would have a blast making pies and cowboy-inspired treats. This was shaping up to be one of the best Harvest Dances in Bright's Pond history.


      Mildred, Studebaker, and Boris left, but Ruth stayed around for a little bit. She was my good friend, and I enjoyed having her company. Sometimes I think she could sense when I felt lonely, especially since Agnes moved to Greenbrier.


      "How long are you working?" Ruth asked. She placed the coffee cups in the sink.


      "I should probably keep the library open for a little while after school lets out. The kids might have research projects or need a book for a book report."


      "Okay, I'll stay with you. I got nothing better to do, except scrub my tub. I hate scrubbing the tub, Griselda. Hate it more than scrubbing the toilet. It gives me a crick in my back and pain in my neck."


      By three-thirty there were six kids in the library looking for information on everything from the Renaissance to hot air balloons. I enjoyed helping them and in a short while they were all on their way home with books and copies of magazine articles.


      By four o'clock Ruth and I were ready to go home.


      "Going to The Full Moon?" Ruth asked as I locked the door.


      "Nah, Zeb is picking me up around six. We're going to the movie."


      "Ooh, la la. You two been seeing a lot of each other, haven't you?"


      "We've been out a couple of times." I felt my neck go warm and the blush travel to my ears. I hated that my feelings were always so visible. I pretty much turn into a pomegranate whenever I'm nervous or surprised or . . . when someone reacts to the simple fact that Zeb Sewickey and I have been dating. It's not like we're engaged or anything. Just two friends spending some time together.


      Ruth grabbed my hand. "I can't wait to dance at your wedding."


      I let a nervous giggle escape my throat. "Oh, Ruth. Please don't get ahead of things and whatever you do, don't go blabbing this around town. We're just friends—that's all."


      "Uh, huh. Could you drop me at my house?"


      Dot Handy always took over the kitchen when Zeb was not there, which was not very often. And she did a pretty good job keeping up with orders. But I knew, I just knew that about an hour into the movie, Zeb would say he needed to check on the café. I suppose it was his right, but it also made me a little frustrated. And that evening was no different.


      "I'll be right back," he whispered in my ear, just as Shelley Winters dove under the water for the third time. "Just want to check on the café."


      I said nothing. How he could walk out on The Poseidon Adventure was beyond me. Just beyond me. So there I sat, all alone, with a tub of popcorn watching a disaster movie. Maybe the only disaster was not on the screen that night. I decided to tell Zeb that if he wanted to keep on dating me he would need to get his priorities straight.


      He slipped back next to me about twenty minutes later and slid his arm around my shoulders. "What did I miss?"


      My stomach tightened. "All the good parts."


      The September air was still warm that evening so Zeb and I decided to walk the few short blocks back to my house. We stood on the porch a minute before I pushed the door open. I took one step inside when he grabbed my hand.


      "Hold on a second, Griselda . . . I . . ."


      I searched his eyes, convinced that the man was about to kiss me.


      He tilted his head and moved close, pulled me into his arms and planted a kiss, just a small one that nearly missed my lips. Then he looked into my eyes and I felt them close as he pulled me even tighter and kissed me long and thoroughly. My left leg spontaneously lifted as I leaned in closer, just the way my Mama used to when Daddy would steal a kiss when he thought Agnes and I weren't looking. My heart beat like hummingbird wings even after Zeb said, "Goodnight, Grizzy."
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