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“So what do you reckon they’re doing?” asked Estelle as she nibbled pensively on a tuna salad sandwich. She and her best friend, Ruby Bee Hanks, were sitting in the front seat of Estelle’s station wagon, which was parked under a sickly persimmon tree across the road from what had been, up until three days ago, the county old folks’ home. Now bulldozers and backhoes were roaring all around the shabby building, spewing clouds of dust into the bleached blue sky. Dump trucks inched in and out of the surrounding pasture like gimpy dinosaurs, while jackhammers ripped into the asphalt driveway. Stacks of lumber were piled on the scruffy lawn.

Ruby Bee reached into the picnic basket for another deviled egg. “How many times are you aimin’ to ask me that? Not one soul in town has any idea what they’re doing, not even Mrs. Jim Bob. You’d think, what with her being the mayor’s wife, that she’d know something, but she swears she doesn’t. Dahlia’s fit to be tied since the patients had to be moved out and she and Kevin had to take in her granny.”

“I can’t say that I blame her. I can’t imagine what they’ll do after the new baby comes. Eileen says the twins are a handful, running around like ferrets and getting into anything that’s not locked up tighter’n a tick.” She put her sandwich on the dashboard and refilled her cup with iced tea from a thermos. “Want some more?”

“Take a look at that,” said Ruby Bee, ignoring the offer. “That must be the limousine Lottie and Eula saw yesterday evening. Lottie said she expected the president or somebody like that to climb out. Turned out to be an ordinary-looking man.”

Estelle patted her beehive of red hair to make sure no bobby pins were dangling, then said, “What say we just drive right over there and ask him what he thinks he’s doing, closing down the old folks’ home like that? We should tell him right to his face what a terrible thing he did.”

“Hush up,” Ruby Bee whispered as she leaned forward. “He’s getting out of the backseat.”

“You think he can hear us all the way over here? Did Lottie say he was a superhero with X-ray hearing?”

“Well, he ain’t wearing tights and a cape,” Ruby Bee said drily. “Those sunglasses make him look suspicious, though.”

Estelle snorted. “Maybe he’s wearing them on account of it being sunny. I’d be wearing mine if I hadn’t lost them at that flea market at Bugscuffle last week. I took ’em off and set ’em down for five seconds while I looked at a teapot. The next thing I know, they’re gone. I think that old lady with the wart on her forehead scooped ’em up. I was of a mind to grab her and—”

“I’d say he’s more than six feet tall, wouldn’t you? Nice silver hair, maybe in his fifties or a tad older, tanned like one of those Hollywood folks. The man that he’s talking to must be the foreman.”

They watched, as enthralled as children in front of a TV cartoon show, as the two men pointed at this and that, unrolled and consulted a blueprint, and then disappeared into the dust. The driver of the limo climbed out of the front seat, took off his hat, and loosened his tie. He seemed content to lean against the fender and wait.

“Well!” said Estelle. “What do you think about that?”

Ruby Bee wiped her fingers on a napkin and closed the lid of the picnic basket. “I think I’d better get back to the bar & grill and start supper. Didn’t you say you have a three o’clock appointment to cut Millicent’s hair?”

“We ought to do something.”

“Like get ourselves arrested for trespassing? You see all those signs, don’t you?”

“Just who do you think is going to arrest us? Arly’s not supposed to get back to town until the next weekend.” Estelle reluctantly started the engine and maneuvered until the station wagon was headed back toward the sorry excuse for a highway that curled through Maggody. “You heard from her?”

“I already told you that I haven’t. Maybe you should get yourself some of that X-ray hearing, Estelle Oppers. You know perfectly well that she and that fellow from Springfield went camping up at Tablerock Lake. How’s she supposed to find a telephone out there in the woods? You think there’s a pay phone on every pine tree?”

“It seems to me she might have called when they went into town for supplies,” Estelle countered.

“She told me she wouldn’t call unless it was from an emergency room.” Ruby Bee tried not to sigh as they passed the construction site. “It’s only ten days, for pity’s sake. I wish I knew more about the fellow, though. She’s being too secretive, if you ask me. But I’m her mother, and I can tell something serious is going on between them. What if they was to get married and she moves to Springfield?”

Estelle patted her friend’s knee. “Arly’s got more sense than all the Buchanons put together. She’s already gone through one disastrous marriage. She won’t rush into anything without thinking long and hard about it.”

“Or so I’d like to think,” murmured Ruby Bee, blinking back a tear.

 

Brother Verber, spiritual leader of the Voice of the Almighty Lord Assembly Hall’s motley collection of saints and sinners (with a darn sight more falling in the latter category), was lying on the sofa in the silver trailer that served as the rectory, thinking about his upcoming Sunday sermon. A fan stirred the sour air. On the coffee table, a box of saltine crackers and a jar of peanut butter were next to the bottle of sacramental wine that he always kept nearby to inspire him. It wasn’t like there was a shortage of possible topics for a sermon, he thought, but he’d just spent a couple of months working through the list of the seven deadly sins (and a few others of his own creation), and it would be nice to come up with fresh material. Something so startling that those who tended to nod off would sit up straight. Something that’d make ’em squirm.

Maybe, what with it being summer, it was time to remind the teenagers and their parents of the wickedness taking place on blankets alongside Boone Creek. The lust and depravity of supple young bodies writhing away like dogs in heat, moaning and groaning, their hands groping—

The sound of a car door slamming jerked him out of his reverie. He hastily twisted the cap on the wine bottle and shoved it under the couch as the front door opened.

“Brother Verber?” called Mrs. Jim Bob (aka Barbara Ann Buchanon Buchanon) as she marched into the living room. She stopped and looked down at him, her lips pinched. “What’s the matter with you? Your face is red, and you’re sweating. Are you coming down with a summer cold?”

He fished a handkerchief out of his pocket and mopped his face. “No, but I appreciate you asking so kindly. I was working on my Sunday sermon.”

“You have more important work to do right now,” she said as she sat down on the edge of a chair.

“Is someone hovering on the brink of eternal damnation? Do I need to grab my Bible and go rescue this stray lamb before he falls into Satan’s evil clutches?” He began to fumble for his shoes and socks.

“This is far more important. Are you aware of what’s going on out at the old folks’ home?”

Brother Verber blew his nose while he tried to guess what he was expected to say. “Well,” he began slowly, “I know the county closed it this last weekend and told the old folks that they’d have to get out. I heard some of them were moved to a nursing home in Starley City, and a few others went back to their families. Petrol Buchanon supposedly snuck off to stay with his brother Diesel in that cave up on Cotter’s Ridge.”

Mrs. Jim Bob gave him an exasperated look. “That is not what I meant, Brother Verber. Have you driven by there in the last two days?”

“I don’t recollect that I have. Is there some reason I should have, Sister Barbara?”

“This morning Millicent and Eula came by my house for coffee and cinnamon rolls and told me I ought to go see for myself, so I did. I couldn’t believe my eyes!”

He recoiled like she’d slapped him upside the head. “You don’t mean they’re planning to turn it into—into one of those brothels with red flocked wallpaper and chandeliers and bleached blond hussies fitted out in tight dresses, do you? Why, every pathetic sinner in the county will be fighting to get in the doorway! Afore long, there’ll be a casino with gambling, and theaters showing pornographic movies all night long. There’ll be drunken louts staggering down the street, insulting the refined ladies of Maggody with foul language and lewd invitations.”

“I don’t believe I said anything like that,” said Mrs. Jim Bob, perplexed. “I have no idea what’s going on at the old folks’ home, except for all manner of delivery trucks and heavy machinery coming and going. While I was watching, a van from a plumbing company arrived, and not a minute later a fancy convertible pulled up and out got a woman with an armload of carpet samples. I’m not one to judge, but she was wearing an unseemly short skirt and high-heeled shoes.”

“Were the carpet samples scarlet?” asked Brother Verber as he blotted his neck.

“I couldn’t see through all the dust. Are you sure you’re not running a fever?”

He slipped off the couch and kneeled in front of the coffee table. “No, Sister Barbara, I was thinking of those weak-willed men in my congregation. Won’t you pray with me to give them strength to resist the temptations they may face?” He clutched his hands together, closed his eyes, and began to mumble under his breath.

Mrs. Jim Bob stood up and brushed at the wrinkles in her navy skirt. It was obvious that he wasn’t going to be any help, so she left and went out to her pink Cadillac. It was her only concession to vanity, but she’d repeatedly assured herself that she had a duty as the mayor’s wife to own the biggest car in Maggody, as well as the finest house. There were Bibles in every bedroom and booklets of daily inspirations in every bathroom, along with little baskets of potpourri and pine-scented candles. She’d redecorated her living room so many times that she couldn’t at that moment recall what color it was. As she drove home, she was thinking she might ought to buy some of those glossy magazines so she’d have some new ideas for the next time she caught Jim Bob fooling around with some floozy at the Pot O’ Gold trailer park.

 

“I’m thinking I might as well kill myself,” said Dahlia through a mouthful of chocolate cream pie. She was sitting at her mother-in-law’s kitchen table, watching Eileen do the dishes. Kevin and the twins were in the living room with his pa, where a NASCAR race was blaring on TV. The twins, not yet two years old, were likely to be ripping pages out of gun magazines or gnawing on the furniture. Only that morning she’d caught Kevvie Junior chewing so fiercely on a wooden mixing spoon that he’d got a splinter in his lip. Rose Marie wasn’t any better, having mangled one of her Barbie dolls till it was down to one leg and half an arm. The doctor at the clinic told her they were teething, but Dahlia figured they were going plumb crazy, same as she was.

“Why do you say that?” asked Eileen as she began to scrub a pot.

“It’s my granny. We had no choice but to take her in with us. She demanded the twins’ bedroom, so we moved the baby beds into ours. Now there ain’t hardly enough room to get dressed. What’s more, Granny snores so loudly the whole house shakes. Kevin’s taken to sleeping on the porch swing. What with the twins fussing, her snoring, and me having to pee every fifteen minutes, I ain’t had a decent night’s sleep since I can remember. I can’t nap during the day, neither, because Granny creeps into the kitchen and starts trying to cook something. Yesterday she put a pound of bacon in the skillet, turned up the heat, and then went and got herself locked in the bathroom. The grease caught fire, and it was a miracle the house didn’t burn down.”

Somehow Dahlia had managed to finish a piece of pie during her recitation, and was reaching for the pie plate when Eileen caught her wrist. “Dahlia, you know perfectly well what the doctor told you. You have to be real careful during this pregnancy so you don’t get diabetes like the last time.”

Dahlia reluctantly pulled back her hand. “I might as well die happy,” she muttered. She looked down at the tent dress that covered all three hundred plus pounds of her and spotted a dribble of chocolate cream. She scooped it up with her finger and furtively snuck it into her mouth as Eileen turned away. “I don’t suppose you and Pa might consider…”

“We are not going to have your granny move in with us, if that’s what you were about to say. Won’t her Social Security and Medicaid pay for that nursing home?”

“They would, but some smarmy lady from there did an evaluation and said they wouldn’t take her. All I can hope is that she goes up on Cotter’s Ridge to hunt for ginseng and a bear eats her. I know that ain’t the Christian thing to say, but it’s true.”

Eileen glanced over her shoulder. “I may have felt the same thing after Earl’s pa moved in with us.”

“At least he had the decency to die. My granny’s probably going to be bitching and whining when the twins graduate from high school.” She paused, her chins rippling as she thought. “Arly had no business going off like she did. She sure better do something when she gets back.”

“If she can,” said Eileen, who was thinking about what it’d be like to spend a week camping next to a lake with nothing to do but read or gaze at the water. Earl was not in the picture, having been eaten by a bear several days earlier.

 

Sitting at a table in the back of Roy Stiver’s Antiques Store: New & Used, Jim Bob was thinking about his two pairs, tens and threes. He glanced slyly at Roy, who put down his cards and entwined his fingers over his ample belly. The sumbitch was impossible to read. Larry Joe Lambertino, on the other hand, was a mite twitchy as he stared at his cards through thick glasses. Could be on account of having three-of-a-kind or a straight, or maybe working up the guts to bluff.

Jim Bob refilled his glass with whiskey, took a gulp, and said, “How ’bout a two-dollar raise just to keep you ol’ boys honest?”

“Why, Jim Bob, you know I’m as honest as the day is long,” drawled Roy as he pushed his cards away and stood up. “I reckon I’d better go see a man about a horse. There’s another plate of baloney sandwiches in the icebox. Help yourselves.”

Larry Joe started to rise, but Jim Bob snarled, “Did you come to play cards or to stuff your face? Two dollars to stay in. You gonna hold ’em or fold ’em?”

“Oh, okay,” said Larry Joe, settling back down. He unwadded some ones and tossed them into the pot. He was as tall and lanky as Roy was short and round; his height served him well when he bawled out the morons in his shop classes at the high school. It didn’t help at home, though. Joyce didn’t even come up to his shoulder, but she had a way of narrowing her eyes and swishing her ponytail that pretty much got her whatever she wanted.

Jim Bob spread his cards. “Read ’em and weep.”

“Three jacks,” Larry Joe said apologetically as he gathered up the pot.

“So, Mr. Mayor, what do you know about all this construction at the old folks’ home?” asked Roy as he came out of the bathroom.

“Not a damn thing. It’s county property, so they can do whatever they want with it. They sure as hell aren’t wasting any time, are they? I drove out that way this morning, and from all I could tell, they could be building a pyramid to bury some asshole county commissioner.”

“I parked down by the low-water bridge and walked along the edge of the pasture,” volunteered Larry Joe. “Looks like they’re keeping the front part of the building, and taking down the backside, along with some sheds. They’ve already started pouring concrete for a foundation for a good-sized addition. It also looks like they’re aimin’ to fence in two or three acres.”

Roy reached for the whiskey bottle. “Something mighty peculiar’s going on out there, mighty peculiar.”

“Shut up and deal,” said Jim Bob, still smarting from the last hand. He knew he might as well make the most of the afternoon, since there’d be hell to pay when he went home for supper (or dinner, as Mrs. Jim Bob insisted on calling it). If she’d stopped by the supermarket and learned that he wasn’t there, she’d assume right off the bat he’d gone to comfort some lonely trucker’s wife. Which he did whenever the opportunity arose. Admitting he’d been playing poker all afternoon wouldn’t sit much better. At least there was a decent baseball game on later. If he was feeling generous, he’d invite her to watch it with him.

 

“I can’t tell you what’s going on out there because I don’t know myself,” said Sheriff Harvey Dorfer for the umpteenth time that afternoon, wishing he could rip the telephone cord out of the wall. “All I can suggest is that you call over to the county courthouse and ask them.” He listened to more squawks, then said, “Yes, ma’am, I am the county sheriff. My job is to catch criminals and lock them up. The only dealings I have with the quorum court concern my budget and the possibility of building a new jail. I can assure you, ma’am, that if it happens, it won’t be in your backyard. Have yourself a real nice day.”

He replaced the receiver, took a swallow of tepid coffee, and bellowed, “LaBelle, get your butt in here right now!”

LaBelle, the dispatcher and receptionist, came to his office door. “I was meaning to have a word with you, Sheriff Dorfer. I’m gonna take off early today so I can go by the bakery and pick up some little cakes for my niece’s baby shower.”

“I thought I told you not to put any more of these damnfool calls about the old folks’ home through to me.” He lit a cigar and gazed at her through a billow of pungent smoke. “Was there something in my order that mystified you, LaBelle? Should I have repeated it two or three times, and then asked if you had any questions?”

“I already told you that I do not lie,” LaBelle said snippily. “We are both employees of Stump County and have an obligation to serve the public.”

“Put one more call through and you won’t be an employee of this or any other county. However, to save you from the grief of having to lie, I’m leaving now to track down criminals fishing without a license or polluting our scenic lakes by throwing beer cans overboard.”

“I told you that I have to leave right away.”

“When’s the baby due?”

LaBelle stiffened. “I don’t rightly see that it’s any of your business. What’s more, I have already paid for the cakes from the bakery.”

Harve was about to suggest what she could do with ’em when the telephone rang. He glared at LaBelle, then picked up the receiver.

“What?” He then held the receiver away from his ear so LaBelle could hear the snarly threats. When the voice ran down, he said, “Listen, T-Rex, I don’t know what’s going to happen to the old folks’ home. This is the quorum court’s doing, not mine. From what I heard, they met last week and voted to sell the property. Why don’t you go over to the county courthouse and ask the clerk if any papers have been filed?”

LaBelle waggled her fingers and fled to the front room. After pushing a button on her phone that would automatically transfer all calls to Harve, she grabbed her purse and headed for the parking lot.

 

And so it went in Maggody, Arkansas (population 755 or thereabouts). For the next week, construction proceeded at a boggling rate in and around the former county old folks’ home. The new addition rose almost overnight, and truckloads of immigrants appeared to pound in shingles on the roof. Exterior walls were going up as interior walls from the older section were being torn out and thrown into Dumpsters. Plumbers, electricians, carpenters, painters, and wallpaper hangers arrived early and left late. No one had spotted the limo again, but the woman in the convertible came daily. The grounds around the structure were enclosed by an eight-foot chain link fence topped with curls of barbed wire. A dozen flatbed trucks from a landscaping service delivered pallets of sod, followed by thick shrubs and good-sized trees that required special machinery to plant.

But most intriguing of all, a uniformed security guard had been assigned to prevent any unauthorized person or persons from so much as setting foot on the property. He had a clipboard in his hand, a gun strapped to his belt, and a bad-tempered German shepherd on a leash.
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As I drove past the city limit sign into Maggody early Saturday afternoon, I could swear I heard a heavy metal door (the kind used in maximum-security prisons) slam shut behind me. There was no point in looking in the rearview mirror. When I got back to my so-called efficiency apartment above the antiques store, I dumped everything out of my duffel bag, including clothes, a can of bug spray, a deck of cards, withered wildflowers, and a couple of books I’d been meaning to read since ’long about high school. I stuffed the dirty clothes into a pillowcase and headed down the rickety wooden steps to the Suds of Fun Launderette across the road. I was moving furtively, since I knew my arrival back in Maggody would be shooting sparks along the grapevine—which happens to run right through the middle of Ruby Bee’s Bar & Grill. It’s a wonder the two-steppers don’t end up in a pile of flailing arms and legs on the dance floor.

Cinatra Buchanon was behind the counter, swatting flies with a rolled-up tabloid. The blotches on the newsprint indicated a high rate of success. She glanced up and then, having assured herself I wasn’t an armed robber with a fetish for quarters, returned to her business.

“Can you give me some change?” I asked as I pulled a couple of dollar bills from my pocket.

“Reckon so.” She put down the tabloid and opened the cash register. “Back in town, are you?”

“Looks like it.”

She eyed my bulging pillowcase. “You didn’t take much in the way of clothes, considering you was gone for two weeks. Did you go to one of those nudist camps where everybody runs around buck-naked?”

“Just ordinary camping,” I said. “Shorts, a pair of jeans, T-shirts, a bathing suit, and a sweatshirt. It can get nippy by the lake at night.”

“No pajamas?” she asked slyly.

“It was the darndest thing. I took three flannel nightgowns, but somehow, beavers got in my tent and dragged them away. A few days later, I saw where they’d gnawed them into strips and used them to reinforce a dam. I wish I’d had a camera with me.”

Cinatra’s eyes widened. “Why, I bet you could have sold photographs to one of those newspapers like the Weekly World. Just imagine—beavers stealing nightgowns! I never heard of such a thing!”

We both shook our heads at the loss of this potential windfall, then she gave me a handful of quarters and I retreated to the back of the room. I managed to cram everything into two machines, and was thumbing through an ancient copy of Field and Stream when Ruby Bee, who happens to be my mother as well as proprietor of the aforementioned bar & grill, came marching in.

“And just when did you get back, missy?” she demanded.

“About half an hour ago.”

“It didn’t occur to you that I’ve been chewing on my nails for most of two weeks, waiting to hear about this camping trip? Were you planning to buy a postcard at the supermarket and mail it to me so I’d know you were back?”

Although the idea appealed, I said, “No, I was planning to do my laundry, stop by the PD to check the mail and messages, and then go over to the bar for a cold beer and a grilled cheese sandwich, followed by a slice of pie.”

“So your dirty underwear is more important than your own flesh and blood? Do you know how many diapers I changed before you was finally potty-trained? How many nights I walked the floor with you while you howled like a coyote pup? How many biscuits I’ve made and motel rooms I’ve cleaned so you’d have a decent place to live? Is this how you show your gratitude?”

I could see from the corner of my eye that Cinatra was thoroughly enjoying the exchange. I lowered my voice and said, “I ought to be there in an hour, unless you’re getting ready to tell me about fresh corpses stacked behind the remains of the Esso station or an invasion of little silver men with big almond-shaped eyes. In that case, I’ll throw aside this magazine, collect my gun at the PD, and come out blazing.”

Ruby Bee blinked. “Well, nothing that serious, but there’s something real strange going on out on County 104. Everybody in town’s all atwitter about it.”

“If they’ve been twittering for two weeks they can twitter for another hour. I’ll be over there as soon as I can.”

She huffed at me, but when I merely picked up the magazine, she spun around and marched out with the same indignation, giving Cinatra a dirty look for good measure. Ruby Bee was short and comfortably plump, with the benign countenance of a grandmother, but there were plenty of truckers and good ol’ boys who’d learned not to rile her unless they wanted to find themselves sprawled in the gravel in front of the bar & grill.

After I’d finished my laundry, I dropped it off at my apartment and walked over to the PD. The two rooms were stifling. I opened both windows and the back door before I settled down at my desk to sift through the mail. It consisted of flyers and catalogs, with only one letter from some organization that no doubt had overestimated both my salary and my charitable instincts. I hit the evil eye of the answering machine, then fast-forwarded through dozens of incoherent messages that seemed to concern the old folks’ home. Sheriff Dorfer hadn’t called, since I’d warned him about my vacation.

Of course I hadn’t told him any details, and I had no intention of elaborating for Ruby Bee and Estelle, either. Jack Wallace was a very interesting man—tall, loose-limbed, with a slow grin and just a hint of shagginess that intrigued me. Divorced, with two children. Even when he and I had first met under less than ideal circumstances—I’d mistakenly suspected him of kidnapping one of our teenage girls at a neglected woodland retreat with the unlikely name of Camp Pearly Gates—I’d found myself nurturing adolescent fantasies unbecoming to a woman (and a chief of police, to boot) in her early thirties. On our second encounter here in Maggody, the town had been overrun by Civil War reenactors, but Jack and I managed to find time for a few games of Scrabble.

Interpret that as you prefer.

Then two weeks at the lake, in a leaky tent, eating steaks and canned beans and cornbread, sometimes talking until dawn, other times doing a lot less talking.

I had a pretty good idea how I felt about him, but I wasn’t worried about it. We’d both had bad marriages, so we weren’t about to scamper off to a wedding chapel in Vegas, or even to city hall to hunt up a judge. I knew Ruby Bee was in a dither, torn between the fear of me leaving Maggody and the allure of seeing me as a respectable married woman producing grandchildren on a regular basis.

As I walked across the dance floor and sat down on a stool, Ruby Bee looked as though she was restraining herself from leaping over the bar. Estelle was at the opposite end on her favorite perch, convenient to the ladies’ room and situated so she could keep an eye on the booths along the wall. She could also, if she craned her neck, see who all was sneaking around the Flamingo Motel out back. Privacy’s hard to come by in a town the size of Maggody; as a teenager, I’d gotten away with very little—which is why I’d gotten away as soon as I’d graduated from high school. After college, the police academy, several years in psychotically sophisticated Manhattan, and the divorce, I’d discovered that you can go home again. It’s not, however, something I’d recommend to the faint of heart. Manhattan to Maggody is one helluva hop, skip, and jump.

“It’s about time you got here,” said Estelle, lifting her chin so she could stare down her nose at me. “You don’t know what’s going on, do you?”

“Not even if it’s been on the front page of the Starley City Shopper,” I said, “or on CNN, for that matter. I do know roughly what time the sun sets, how many incompetent boaters run out of gas on the lake every day, and the best remedy for chigger bites. I know that if you don’t keep your food locked in the trunk of the car, the racoons will get it. I’ll bet you didn’t know that the damn varmints can open a jar of peanut butter.”

Ruby Bee set down a mug of beer in front of me. “Estelle is referring to the county old folks’ home.”

“A fire?” I asked. “An epidemic? Have there been deaths out there?”

“There is no ‘out there,’” Ruby Bee said, somewhat appeased by the seriousness of my reaction. “They tore it down.”

“They didn’t exactly tear it down.” Estelle reached behind the bar and found her private stash of sherry. “Not all of it, anyway. The front part’s still there, but the backside is new. And the yard is something to behold, or it was until they planted all these bushes and trees so you can’t see much from behind the fence.”

“Fence?” I said.

Ruby Bee grimaced. “A sight taller than Booker Tee Buchanon, and topped with barbed wire. Now there’s the guard with a gun and a dog. I heard that a couple of the teenagers went over one night and darn near got their butts chewed off just for looking around. I won’t mention any names, but I heard Darla Jean and Billy Dick are sitting real gingerly on the picnic tables in front of the Dairee Dee-Lishus.”

I was beyond bewilderment. “And the residents?”

“They was shuffled away, most of ’em to a nursing home in Starley City. Dahlia’s granny is back at home, and nobody’s real sure about Petrol. One of the old ladies got into a scuffle and fell and broke her hip. An ambulance took her to the hospital in Farberville. Mrs. Pimlico, who was the supervisor, got a job at a tattoo parlor in Branson. The aide, Vonetta, ran off with a one-legged truck driver.”

I took a gulp of beer. “So what’s going on out there?”

“That’s what you’re supposed to find out,” said Estelle. “Nobody here knows anything, not even Jim Bob. I took it upon myself to call Sheriff Dorfer, but he just barked at me and banged down the phone.” Her eyes narrowed as she crunched down on a pretzel. “He’d better hope folks don’t recollect his behavior when election time rolls around.”

“Has anybody just gone out there and asked?” I said.

Ruby Bee rolled her eyes. “Weren’t you listening when I said there was a guard? He stands right at the road with a clipboard. If your name’s not on it, you can’t so much as turn around in the driveway. He doesn’t even speak English.” She took a breath and stared at me. “So that’s why you need to stop sitting around on your behind and go out there to investigate. You are the chief of police, unless I missed something.”

“County 104 is not in my jurisdiction,” I said, shaking my head. “Whatever’s going on out there is county business.”

She leaned forward. “If you’re planning to have supper here tonight—pot roast, fried okra, collard greens, and lemon meringue pie—you’d better go put on your uniform and your badge and find out. The same goes for breakfast tomorrow. I’m serving fresh blueberry pancakes, along with bacon, ham, fried eggs, grits, and biscuits with cream gravy. ’Course you can always get a burrito at the Dairee Dee-Lishus if you want to.”

“No, she can’t,” chimed in Estelle. “The surly Mexican that owns it went on a month-long vacation to his niece’s wedding. The teenagers still hang out on the picnic tables, but they have to buy sodas at the supermarket or bring them from home.”

“This is blackmail,” I said coldly.

“No,” said Ruby Bee, who watches way too many crime shows on TV, “it’s more like extortion. If you want to live on canned soup and baloney sandwiches, it’s up to you. You can stand to lose a few pounds after all those steaks and potatoes at Tablerock Lake.”

“And peanut butter sandwiches,” Estelle added.

Without a word, I pushed aside my beer and left. I almost mowed down Fibber Buchanon at the door, but he had enough sense to get out of my way. Having never been a prosecutor (or watched the right shows), I didn’t know if what had been presented was blackmail or extortion, but I wasn’t pleased with either. And I was damn fond of fried okra, as Ruby Bee knew too well.

By the time I reached my apartment, all three hundred square feet of it, I’d calmed down. At least I hadn’t been grilled about my week with Jack. I knew I would be eventually. Ruby Bee and Estelle were talented inquisitioners who would utilize their skills to leave no rock unturned, be it a pebble or the size of Gibraltar. It was the price I’d have to pay for blue plate specials and cold beer. I put on my uniform and my shiny badge that looked as though it had come from a cereal box, repinned my dark hair back into a bun, considered and then rejected the idea of lipstick, and drove out to County 104.

Once I saw the chaos of the construction site, I pulled over to plan my approach. A red brick wall was being constructed across the front, with an opening for a driveway paved with matching brick and lined with flower beds and low shrubs. Trucks and vans were parked both inside and along the edge of the county road. Workmen scampered around like agitated elves.

As promised, a guard in a uniform was standing at the foot of the driveway. A German shepherd was seated on its haunches, doing nothing more ominous than watching the mockingbirds in a tree. It was, however, a very large dog, which meant it probably had very large teeth.

I put on my best cop expression and walked across the road. “I’m Chief of Police Arly Hanks,” I said, smiling politely. “And you are…?”

He consulted a clipboard. “No se le permite entrar a esta propiedad.”

I shrugged and said, “Sorry, but I don’t speak Spanish. Now if you don’t mind, I’ll just go up there and find someone who can answer my questions.”

“Tengo mis órdenes. Usted debe irse ahora.”

The guard, who was hardly a rough-and-tough bandito stereotype, looked no happier than I about the situation. He was short, pudgy, and in his very early twenties. He tried not to stare at my badge, but the tiny wisp of a beard on his chin was quivering and sweat was beading on his forehead. Had it not been for the dog, I would have patted him on the shoulder and continued past him.

“I need to speak to a supervisor,” I said slowly, hoping the final word might sound familiar to him.

“No puedo ayudarle. Esta es propiedad privada.”

As I took a tentative step forward, the dog growled. I stepped back. Spanish classes had never been offered at the local high school, since most of the students were in dire need of English. Very few of the backwoods Buchanons are familiar with the concept of conjugating verbs, and their vocabulary, although picturesque, focuses on anatomically improbable barnyard activities. I couldn’t remember any English teachers who’d stayed for a full school year; the majority of them lasted only a few weeks before disappearing.

“Por favor, señorita,” he continued, looking as if he might cry. “Mi perro está muy nervioso. Usted debe irse ahora.”

The conversation was going nowhere. I’d deciphered enough of his remarks to agree that the dog was indeed nervous, and although the guard might buckle if I shoved him aside, the dog would not. At this point, however, I was just as curious as the rest of Maggody to know what was going on behind the red brick wall. But it was not in my jurisdiction, I reminded myself sternly. I had no more right than Ruby Bee and Estelle to storm the site and demand an explanation. Sheriff Dorfer did have the right, but he either wasn’t interested or wasn’t telling.

“Arly!” bellowed a voice behind me.

A familiar voice, to my regret. I turned around and walked across the road to where Jim Bob had parked his pickup truck. He’d already climbed out and was leaning against the door, his arms crossed and his eyes slitted. He had some of the characteristics of the Buchanon clan—apish brow, sallow complexion to match yellow-tinged eyes, thick lips—but he was among the wilier ones. Others were easily mesmerized by inanimate objects.

“Mr. Mayor,” I said without enthusiasm.

“I hope you found out what the hell’s going on over there.”

“Since when did I get appointed to the welcome committee? Why don’t you go over and introduce yourself to the gentleman and his dog?”

Jim Bob sneered. “The spic don’t speak English, that’s why. Just trot your sorry ass back over there and show him your badge.”

“I’ve already tried that,” I said as I leaned against the back fender. “Did you call Harve?”

“’Course I did, and more than once. That smart-mouthed dispatcher keeps saying he went fishing. Heard you did, too, but not by yourself.”

“How kind of you to take a personal interest in me, Jim Bob. I never would have suspected you might care what I do while I’m on vacation. I feel like I ought to give you a big ol’ hug.”

“Try it and you’ll find yourself ripping out gizzards at a poultry-processing outfit,” he said. “I don’t give a rat’s ass what you do on your own time, but now you’d better start earning your salary.”

Believe it or not, this was one of our more amicable conversations. “You know as well as I do that this is outside my jurisdiction. What have you heard?”

“Pretty much everything, from it being a whorehouse to a federal prison for white-collar criminals. Idalupino says someone told her it was bought by a cult, one of those groups with shaved heads. Mrs. Jim Bob’s second cousin Antsy Buchanon has been telling everybody it’s one of those places where they cut off dead people’s heads and freeze them. Roy’s hoping for a spa so he can sit in a mud bath all day.” He paused to scratch his head. “I told him to go find a patch of mud alongside Boone Creek. Wouldn’t cost him anything, neither.”

“Presuming it’s none of those, what do you think?” I asked, not because he was insightful but because he’d been around the previous week and I hadn’t.

“Mrs. Jim Bob and her gaggle of friends have been keeping an eye on it, and they saw some pretty fancy stuff being lugged inside. Lots of carpet, wallpaper, and porcelain bathroom fixtures, paint, tiles, gym equipment, and heavy-duty kitchen appliances. Larry Joe said they were digging a swimming pool.”

“It could be a spa,” I said.

“Out in the middle of nowhere? It’s not like Farberville’s packed with rich broads with nothing better to do than get pedicures.”

“A private residence, maybe?”

He resumed scratching his head. “Mrs. Jim Bob ain’t gonna like that, even if it’s not actually in Maggody. Gawd, I’ll probably have to put in a swimming pool, only bigger than whatever they’ve got, and hire some moron like Kevin to stand at the bottom of the hill to keep gawkers from trespassing. Now how in hell’s name am I supposed to pay for that?”

“Try doubling the price of canned corn,” I said, more interested in the limousine that was moving slowly toward us, the driver justifiably worried about ruts and potholes. The windows were tinted so darkly that anybody, from a general in full ceremonial drag to a street mime, could have been sipping champagne in the back. “Know anything about that?”

“It showed up a couple of weeks ago, and again last week.”

We stayed where we were, watching as it turned into the driveway. The guard snapped to attention, but stopped short of saluting. The dog stared balefully, as if it knew who was paying for its daily ration of kibble. Once the limousine was out of sight, the guard turned back and glared at us.

Jim Bob poked my arm. “Go over there and find out who it is.”

“You’re the mayor,” I said as I moved out of range. “You go over there and find out who it is. I’ll wait right here in case I need to drag your bloodied carcass across the road and toss it on the flatbed of your truck.”

“It’s only a dog, fercrissake. Didn’t they teach you how to handle dogs at the police academy?”

“Short of climbing a tree, no. You got any beer?”

He opened a cooler that was conveniently located on the passenger’s side of the cab. He thrust a beer at me, then opened one for himself. “You allowed to drink on duty, Miss Chief of Police?”

“You allowed to park out in front of the Airport Arms Apartments on Saturday nights and scuttle up to the second floor, Mr. Mayor?”

He chugged half his beer. “Ain’t none of your damn business.”

We resumed watching the activity across the road. Surveillance has never been one of my more popular pastimes, and standing in the hot sun as dust blew over us was only marginally tolerable. After a while, Jim Bob fetched another couple of beers and mutely tossed one to me. The guard was now gazing longingly at us, but I doubted he could be bribed while the boss was on the premises.

“This is ridiculous,” I said at last. I lobbed the empty beer can into the back of his truck. “I’m going to go take a shower and find an air-conditioned haven. If you get invited across the road for wine and cheese, take notes so you can call me later and tell me about it.”

He crumpled his beer can. “Yeah, I got better things to do than stand here like a fence post so cowbirds can shit on me.”

We got into our respective vehicles and left without so much as a peck on the cheek. Hizzonor and I prefer to maintain a professional relationship—when we’re not cussin’ up a storm at each other, anyway.

 

By the time Vincent Stonebridge reached his home in Malibu, it was nearly eight. He showered and put on a thick robe, poured himself a drink, and listened to messages on his answering machine while he gazed at the last of the surfers dragging their boards along the beach. Most of the callers were women—but not patients, since cosmetic surgeons were not on call during weekends. Pity the poor ob-gyns who delivered babies seven days—and nights—a week. What kind of a social life could one lead if one were continually interrupted? Besides, none of his patients could call him at home, weekend or not. If the clinic was closed, callers were directed to make an appointment during office hours or, in a crisis, head for an emergency room. Since Vince no longer had hospital privileges in the area, he was never called in to take over a case. And if truth be known, he no longer had any patients, since he’d transferred all of them to his partners until certain sticky issues were resolved in court or by his insurance company.

He remained at the window for a few more minutes, then refreshed his drink and went into his office. After looking over the notes he’d made on the return flight and making a few additions, he picked up the telephone and punched in a familiar number.

“Randall,” he said when the call was answered, “I just wanted to give you an update. You’re not busy, are you?”

Randall Zumi was not busy, and rarely was so outside of his office hours. Weekends, unless he was on call, were interminable exercises in tedium. “No, Vince, just watching a video. How was your trip?”

“Tiresome, of course,” said Vince, “but certainly more bearable than commercial flights. I don’t know how those bovines survive standing in long lines and being frisked by pompous jerks posing as airport security. You really ought to look into a private jet, Randall.”

“I can’t afford to buy a jet. These days I’m squeezing the last dollop out of the toothpaste tube.”

Vince hid his annoyance. “Randall, we’ve been over this time and again. Yes, your initial investment was substantial, as was mine, but a year from now we’ll be home free. You don’t have to trust me on this, my boy. You’ve got the figures. Once we’re operating at full capacity, we’ll be showing a net profit of at least three million dollars a year. Half of that will be yours. With a little creative accounting and prudent financial management, you’ll be rolling in it. You’ve got to keep the overall picture in mind.”

“The overall picture is I’m up to my neck in debt,” Randall said with a sigh. “I’ve mortgaged my house, emptied my pension fund, sold all the stocks and bonds in my personal account, and borrowed money from my father-in-law. I have two hundred dollars in my checking account. I should never have gotten into this crazy scheme in the first place.”

“Well, it’s too late to back out now. If I could, I’d juggle the numbers and get you some cash, but it’s risky when you’re dealing with hard-nosed contractors and suppliers. Tell you what, Randall, I’ll send you a personal check to tide you over.”

“Thanks, but I’ll get by, presuming we can start drawing salaries next month.” Randall did not add that the last check he’d received from Vince had bounced so hard it had yet to fall back to earth. “Toothpaste is supposed to be nutritious.”

Vince chuckled. “That’s the spirit, and I can assure you that our so-called salaries will be a hell of a lot more than what you’ve been making at that crappy state hospital in Little Rock. You’re a board-certified psychiatrist, not a janitor, although I’d be hard pressed to tell the difference from what they pay you. Private practice is the only way to go, my boy. Five years from now you’ll own a fleet of jets, as well as a yacht and a Rolls with your monogram on the door.”

“Sure I will, Vince.”

“That’s what I like to hear,” boomed Vince, although inwardly he was getting fed up with these weekly pep talks. If he didn’t need Randall to facilitate state licensing, he would have crushed him like the insignificant ant that he was. It was no wonder the hospital paid him less than a hundred thousand a year. Randall was short and prissy, with all the personality of stale beer. Dandruff glistened like snowflakes on his oily black hair. Although he was in his late thirties, he had the posture and deliberate caution of an arthritic octogenarian. No doubt his treatment of patients consisted of overmedicating them to keep them docile and oblivious to his incompetence. “Well, then, I’ll see you Friday at noon so we can get settled in and have staff meetings the rest of the day. Everything has to be perfect when our patients arrive on Saturday.”

Vince turned off the phone and went into the kitchen to find something to munch on until he took Melanie or Melody or whatever her name was out to dinner. All Randall did was whine incessantly, as though he were the only one making a sacrifice. It was hardly surprising that his wife had taken the children and fled to her parents’ home. But in truth, he, Vincent W. Stonebridge, M.D., member in so-so standing in the ASAPS, master of the tummy tuck and breast augmentation, sculptor of flabby thighs, maestro of facial wrinkles and sagging chins, a veritable Michelangelo to L.A.’s richest women (and an increasing number of men), was the one who was giving up his spacious beach house, black-tie dinners, charity affairs at museums, and membership in an exclusive country club. Temporarily, at least, until the Stonebridge Foundation was running smoothly and he could escape the hellhole of a little town in the boondocks of Arkansas. He’d yet to meet any of the local citizens, but he was quite sure they all drooled. Fistfights probably occurred over fresh roadkill. Their condiment of choice would be lard. From what he’d seen from the backseat of the limo, the storefronts were boarded up and the drab houses landscaped with clotheslines and plastic windmills. His driver had been obliged to brake on several occasions for a mangy hound asleep in the middle of the road.

With luck, he could stay within the compound, and they would be left to sniff along the fence and scratch their lice-infested heads in bewilderment. He’d been assured the fence was high enough to keep them out.

[image: space]

After Randall Zumi hung up, he made himself a mug of tea and flopped back on the couch. The living room was dim, but some of that could be attributed to burned-out light bulbs. There was no reason to replace them, since he was moving out on Friday. He didn’t know if his wife would take immediate possession of the house, or remain with her parents. She’d mentioned that she might take the children to India to visit relatives. Since the divorce had yet to be finalized, she had full custody and there was nothing he could do to stop her. He certainly couldn’t afford another court battle; he already owed his lawyer several thousand dollars. And what would he do if she suddenly sent the children for a weekend? They couldn’t stay with him at the new facility, where he would be living in a small apartment with limited space. And would be on call 24/7 until profits allowed the hiring of a couple of interns.

He wasn’t sure he even wanted to see his children, both of them spoiled, disrespectful, and mercenaries at heart. He had no desire whatsoever to see his wife, who was unable to so much as discuss the weather without blaming it on him. The marriage, although not arranged in the traditional manner, had been strongly encouraged by both sets of parents. Somehow or other, it had evolved into an offer he couldn’t refuse. He’d been a struggling med student, and her parents had offered to pay his debts and help him set up a private practice—in exchange for the right to brag that their daughter was married to a doctor, living in the most exclusive neighborhood in Little Rock, and sending their children to the finest private schools. Unfortunately, the private practice had flopped, and his hospital salary had been inadequate to maintain the lifestyle his wife desired. She’d whined, cried, sneered, berated him, and even struck him before stalking away with the children.

Vince had made him an offer he couldn’t refuse, either, but at least the money made it palatable. Randall doubted he’d be purchasing any private jets or pricey cars, but it would be nice not to have to lie awake at night trying to figure out how to juggle credit card limits to pay for his wife’s and children’s endless extravagances. And his admitted lack of charisma would not be a factor with the patients he’d be treating.

He was trying to remember how much cheese he had in the refrigerator when the telephone rang again. Gloomily assuming it was Vince with yet another bright idea, he answered it without enthusiasm.

“Randall? This is Brenda, Brenda Skiller. Am I calling you too late?”

“No,” he said, relieved. “Is something wrong?”

“I just got off the phone with Vince. He said we’re all arriving on Friday at noon, but I don’t think that will allow us enough time for training. Not one of the maids or orderlies speaks English. We are going to have to walk them through every step, demonstrate precisely how things are to be done, and make sure they understand. What’s more, the chef I hired has backed off because he simply doesn’t approve of the dietary program I’ve put together. Do you know how much time I spent interviewing—”

“We’ll find someone else,” Randall said soothingly. “Did you tell Vince?”

Brenda sighed. “I tried to, but he was in a hurry. He doesn’t appreciate how difficult it is to find a chef who understands high-fiber macrobiotics. I’ve spent months planning the dietary regime to best aid our patients in their recovery. I cannot allow some fry cook to come in and totally destroy the entire program out of ignorance and laziness. Even a single greasy french fry could set back their rehabilitation for weeks.”

“Vince will find someone. He always does.” Randall wondered why Vince had found Brenda Skiller to begin with. She had a degree in psychology, but in his opinion, she was a certifiable flake. The obscure college she’d attended lacked accreditation, due to its rather unique approach to psychology. Classes were not offered in such standard areas as developmental, behavioral, and abnormal psych, but instead in reflexology, hypnotherapy, high colonics, sensory deprivation, and other scientifically dubious fields. It was not challenging to understand why Brenda had a history of employment with institutes that were regularly closed down by the authorities because of charges of fraud, exploitation, and in a few cases, manslaughter caused by physical abuse and malnutrition. Brenda herself had never been accused of complicity, but neither had low-ranked enlisted men at internment camps.

“Then you agree with me?” she said shrilly.

Randall realized he hadn’t been listening, but he knew there was no point in arguing with her over trivial issues. “Whatever you say, Brenda.”

“So I’ll see you Thursday at noon so we can do a final inspection and start the training regime. Everything must be spotless and functioning smoothly. I’ll tackle the maids and orderlies at seven a.m. Friday, while you inventory the contents of the drug cabinets and examination rooms. Once Vince arrives, he can deal with the surgical supplies. I myself will unpack and organize the supplements.”

“Thursday, at noon,” Randall repeated.

“You should leave your house no later than seven-thirty, to allow time to stop for coffee or whatever.” She paused, then took a breath. “Have you heard from Walter Kaiser?”

“Should I have heard from him?”

“Of course not. It’s just that his telephone in Taos has been disconnected, and I thought maybe he’d contacted you.”

“You’re the one who hired him, Brenda. I’ve never even spoken to him.” Randall gazed at the TV screen, which was still flickering. “If that’s all…?”

“I suppose so,” she said. “I mean, I was just sitting here, thinking about the enormity of this project, and I couldn’t keep myself from wondering if we know what we’re getting into. Will the state licensing board schedule inspections, or will they send spies to investigate us? We don’t know anything about the backgrounds of the staff. What if one of them is working undercover? Just because Vince swears none of them speaks English, he has no way of knowing. How did he find them?”

“Go make yourself a cup of tea. Everything will be fine.” Randall hung up the phone, wishing he believed his own words. After a few minutes of brooding, he slapped together a sandwich and returned to watch John Wayne slaughter another platoon of Japanese soldiers.

 

Walter Kaiser made one telephone call, but it was to a pizza delivery place. He was at that moment enjoying free room and board in Amarillo, Texas, courtesy of the local constabulary.
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