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Prologue

Eddie waited in a crouch, his
sweaty hands clutching the M16. Clouds alternately hid and revealed
a new moon, softening edges of scrub oak and barbed wire on the
obstacle course. His heart galloped, his throat felt as parched as
the surrounding weeds looked.

Monday night. His folks thought
he was studying at Joey’s house. Eddie was learning, all right, how
to stay alive if he ever had to defend Oklahoma and the
U.S.A.

If Gib knew how scared he was
about this first live-ammo exercise, Eddie would never hear the end
of it. Gib loved everything about modern warfare, from its
futuristic night-vision glasses and remote-control gun emplacement
to its eons-old human responses of blood, sweat and
fear.

Fortunately, Gib wasn’t here to
observe Eddie’s fright. He had gone off somewhere with the Major
and a sergeant tonight.

“Ro-o-o-o-l out!” The
command finally came.

Two fifty-caliber machine guns,
set forty-two inches high, chattered out of the darkness ahead.
Eddie worked his way forward, staying low to avoid the tracer
bullets. Rocks and briars tore his hands and clothing. His rifle
caught on a stabbing branch, and he paused to work it
loose.

After what seemed ten miles, he
arrived at the machine-gun nest, first of his squad. Tired but
proud, he flung himself down against a tree, his mind wandering to
his favorite daydream:

A mortar directly ahead had the
unit trapped. Armed only with a knife, Eddie crawled from the
ravine and around behind the enemy. As a shell thudded to the
casing bottom, he stepped up and deftly slit one man’s throat, then
the other’s. Afterwards, a properly modest Eddie was basking in his
buddies’ grateful praise when . . . a movement against his leg
startled him. Still half in the fantasy, he froze. He was about to
be attacked as he had surprised his enemies just now, and he would
die.

The snake, finding a human in its
path, changed course and crawled away into the brush.

Slowly, Eddie inhaled. He felt
sick, struck by a sudden realization. He now knew twenty ways to
kill or disable another guy, maybe one like himself, doing a job in
spite of fear. What he was involved in was serious. Deadly
serious.

 



Chapter
1

 


Before the events of that spring,
Juanita Wills would have claimed one advantage of her job was the
unlikelihood of ever being a murder target. On a
professionals-getting-hit-most-often list, she would have ranked
librarians below cable installers and pizza delivery guys, slightly
above cloistered nuns. Later she would admit, to herself only, that
what happened was partly her fault, the result of what her fellow,
Police Lieutenant Wayne Cleary, called her supersnoop mentality.
But the main cause was someone else’s hate.

One chilly evening in March
Juanita strolled home from Wyndham Public Library after working
late on a report. Street lights illumined fronts of modest
bungalows, while housebacks disappeared into night. Darkened
windows indicated that residents were already abed. A truck rumbled
by on Center Avenue one block over. A breeze carried the scent of
long-dry leaves.

Ahead, Wyndham United Methodist
Church stood out like a scene on a sympathy card, its white-frame
facade and low spire luminous in a street lamp’s glow. Juanita
whistled contentedly under her breath. What could be more peaceful
than a church in a small Oklahoma town on a Monday
night?

“No!
Don’t—”

Gulping back a note, she paused
mid-stride. The yell had come from the direction of the church. Now
she heard scuffling noises. A crash. A muffled cry. A thud. Two
soft clunks.

“What in the wide
world—”

Silence, for a moment. Then
running footsteps inside the building. Juanita saw the church door
stood ajar, a javelin of light marking the edge.

The entry flew wide. Three men
burst through. They paused just outside, lit between vestibule
light and street lamp. Juanita’s breath caught in her throat. All
wore dark clothing, all had their faces covered.

One started her direction, then
noticing her, paused uncertainly.

“Get her!” Another
strode purposefully toward Juanita.

Her heart trip-hammered. Her feet
wouldn’t move.

“No! Run!” The third
man raced after the second, yanked on his sweater and pulled him to
a stop.

The second man’s fist curled mere
inches from Juanita’s chin. She stared into shadowy sockets in his
ghostly stump of a head.

“Don’t wimp out now!”
he growled.

“I said run!” The
third man again.

To Juanita’s astonishment, her
would-be attacker obeyed. He turned away, following the others
around the corner of the church into an unlit brushy area.
Tinder-dry foliage rustled. Twigs snapped. A voice cursed an
ensnaring vine.

Quiet descended.

Juanita’s heart rate slowed. She
felt like a tornado survivor, dazed but vastly relieved.

She should call the police, but
where from? The parsonage next door looked dark like the
surrounding houses, and her own home was still four blocks
away.

The church entrance yawned
invitingly.

She hesitated. What had the trio
been up to? Not burglary. At least they hadn’t been carrying
anything. Besides, this modest house of prayer must offer little to
steal.

Wayne would tell her to leave and
phone for help. What she considered lively curiosity, he called
nosiness.

“And with your
general laxness about safety, babe,” he had told her once, “that
could get you killed some day.”

A low moan came from the
direction of the sanctuary. A fourth intruder inside, wounded? Or
someone else? Whoever it was sounded in pain.

She should go call for help,
leave any heroics to professionals.

Another groan, barely audible
this time.

Then she remembered a weapon
forgotten in the sudden confrontation. Since getting mugged last
year in New Orleans, she had carried mace.

“Now I think of it.”
Adrenaline surging, she took the can from her shoulder bag and
entered the church. Hurrying through an orderly foyer, she stopped
to listen at the open sanctuary door. The sounds of distress had
come from this area, but all she heard now was her own rapid
breathing.

She edged into the big room. Down
front in the podium area, some radiance at floor level illumined an
odd tumble of objects. That looked wrong.

Mace at the ready, she groped
along the door facing for a light panel. Finding none, she tried
the other side with no more success. Then she recalled hearing that
when the church had been built years ago, its first pastor had had
most electrical switches installed in the office to control
utilities usage.

Suppressing her irritation, she
crept down the sloping aisle, her nostrils registering some odor
alien to the church smells of old hymnals, candle wax and furniture
polish.

As she neared the front pew, her
eyes swept a chaotic scene. A table lolled on one side. Headrest
down across it, legs raking the air, lay a high-backed chair.
Toppled candelabra snuggled between the lectern and—a
man.

Wearing bathrobe and slippers, he
reclined face down on a carpet runner. A large Bible sprawled open
nearby, as if he had fallen asleep reading. But the dark splotch
beside his ear told a different tale.

Heart drumming, Juanita knelt,
set down the mace and touched his wrist. Warm. A faint pulse
fluttered.

A metal flashlight four feet
away, its beam fragmented by wreckage, proved to be the light
source. Juanita crawled to it, pantyhosed knees scritching on the
carpet, and shone it on his face.

Ferris Asher, the church’s
pastor. Why was he here in a dark sanctuary on a Monday night,
dressed for bed and hurt?

The gash at his temple bleeding
onto cheek and nose looked even worse in direct light. She must get
help. As Juanita scrambled to her feet, the torch played over the
wall behind the pulpit. She gasped.

A huge swastika, crudely made in
paint as red as Asher’s blood, appeared there. The crimson legend
below said, “FAG NIGER LUVER DOER OF DEVELS WERK.” The letters
“G.O.L” seemed to form a signature.

Paint, that was what she had
smelled. A spray can sat on the podium floor near the disfigured
wall.

No time to ponder the message’s
meaning. Juanita laid the flashlight near the minister in case he
should wake and wonder where he was, then guided by its rays
hurried back up the aisle.

Outside again, she saw to her
relief that a light now burned in the living room of the little
stucco parsonage. She dashed up the steps and rang the bell. Almost
immediately, a porch light came on. Widened eyes peered around a
shade over the portal’s narrow window.

The door opened, framing Mariette
Asher in lamplight. She clutched together a shabby blue housecoat.
Her long blonde hair, released from its usual French braid, hung
loose.

“Miss Wills, isn’t
it? What—”

“Got to use—the
phone,” Juanita panted. “Your husband—”

“What about Ferris?
What’s happened?”

“Hurt—in the
church—needs help.”

Wordlessly Mariette pulled
Juanita inside, pointed to a telephone and dashed out. Juanita
phoned 911, then returned to the sanctuary.

Mariette knelt beside her
husband, stanching blood with a patch of gauze. While getting the
first-aid kit from the office, she had turned on overhead lights
too. The scene now seemed less eerie, though Asher’s wound looked
no better.

Juanita sat beside the couple,
thinking about the ugly message on the wall. The last two letters
appeared wiggly, as if rushed. The third letter might be
incomplete, maybe intended as “U,” “O” or “D.”

Was the signature meant to be
“God,” the work of a David Koresh type? If so, why periods after
the “G” and “O”?

As the women waited, saying
little, both watched the pastor’s still form. His breathing
remained shallow. Juanita now noticed a skinned patch on his chin
and a cut above his eye. Her gaze dropped to his hand, where gray
smudges darkened knuckles and wrist. A glance at her own fingertips
showed similar traces. She sniffed her hand, but detected no
aroma.

“What was Rev. Asher
doing over here this time of night?” she asked.

“We’d gone to bed,”
Mariette said, one hand pressing the gauze to her husband’s face,
the other stroking a dark cowlick at his crown. He was
mid-thirtyish, slightly younger than Juanita. “Our bedroom window
was open a crack, and Ferris thought he heard noises over here. I
said it was just the wind, but he’s such a mother hen about the
church.” Her hand left the cowlick and rubbed her own forehead as
if to wipe away the memory.

Juanita gave
her arm a comforting pat. “Hang on, help should arrive soon. I saw
three guys run out of the church. They must’ve been spraying
that thing on the
wall and your husband surprised them.”

Mariette didn’t reply.

“Does that flashlight
over there belong to you?”

“What? N-no, I don’t
recognize it. Ours is a small plastic one. Ferris may not have
brought it—the street lamp’s pretty bright in front, and the
vestibule overhead turns on just inside . . .”

“I guess the vandals
dropped it.” Juanita stretched one leg to ease a cramp. “Do you
know what that message means, or who the men might’ve
been?”

“No. Where is that
ambulance?”

“Surely it won’t be
much longer. How about the signature, G.O.L? Mean anything to
you?”

“No.” The golden head
lowered. Mariette sobbed.

The ambulance came, then
Lieutenant Wayne Cleary and a younger policeman, Jesse Black. The
sight of Wayne’s ruddy face cheered Juanita but surprised her too,
since he usually worked days. Built like a piece of earth-moving
equipment, Wayne dwarfed her size 16—part of what attracted her to
him, she supposed. To the uninitiated, he appeared big and dumb.
The “big” part was right.

He told Jesse to check around
outside the church and directed the women to seats away from the
pulpit area. Juanita sat with her arm around Mariette’s shoulders,
murmuring soothing phrases. Wayne snapped photos of the scene and
conferred with emergency medical technicians working over the
victim, then talked with Mariette while Juanita consumed nervous
energy pacing the aisle.

Soon the EMTs wheeled Asher out
on a gurney, Mariette following. Juanita joined Wayne in a rear
pew, kicking off her low-heeled walking pumps.

“You okay, babe?” he
asked.

His solicitous smile and
clean-musky scent acted as balm to her nerves. She relaxed against
the hard seatback, feeling the fatigue of released
tension.

“Yeah. The bad guys
ran. Probably left skid marks.”

“Beauty like yours
can fluster a fellow.” Wayne poised a pen. “Tell me what
happened.”

Juanita told how her tranquil
evening walk had changed to a horror movie, except the heroine had
untypically emerged unscathed. As she talked, details that had
blurred at the time came into focus. She described the smallest
man, who had exited the church first and halted on seeing
her.

“I’d guess Teeny Guy
was third in command. The way his feet were skittering, he wanted
to be somewhere—anywhere—else. I could relate.

“The second guy out,
the gung-ho one, was tall, muscular, an athlete maybe.” She
shivered, recalling the man towering over her, his head a silken
post behind a nylon stocking, his powerful biceps flexed under a
sable sweater.

“Luckily for me,
Paunchy Guy must’ve been in charge. He called off Athletic Guy.”
Juanita described the heavy-set third man’s pursuit of his eager
cohort, stumpy thighs working like pistons, stubby hand grabbing at
knitwear. “After they left,” she continued matter-of-factly, “I
heard moans and came into the church to check them out.”

Wayne’s mouth pursed
disapprovingly. “What if another perp had been inside
here?”

“I came armed.”
Juanita indicated the mace. “When Asher wakes up, I bet he’ll agree
I did right.” She repeated Mariette’s statement about hearing
noises after they had retired.

Wayne nodded. “Yeah, she
mentioned that.”

“He must’ve flipped
on the foyer light as he came in. Probably thought it was just kids
messing in here, so didn’t bother going to the office to turn on
the sanctuary lights.”

“Thanks for the
reconstruction. I could never have figured that out
myself.”

Wayne’s sarcasm annoyed her. She
had meant well.

“How come you were
walking home alone late at night?”

That again. It was true Wyndham
had changed since Juanita had left just after high school, also
that on moving back from Los Angeles she had relaxed her big-city
alertness. But he could still lighten up.

“I worked late on a
report for the library board. The chairman’s Stickler Simon.” At
Wayne’s blank look, she explained. “You’re new enough in town you
may not have encountered him. He’s a CPA and the town fussbudget.
When Simon Simms is involved in something, you can’t take shortcuts
or lump lots of expenses together under ‘Miscellaneous.’” Juanita
sniffed, pushed back her short dark hair. “Though everyone except
accountants and the IRS knows that’s where most belong.”

“You walked to the
library this morning? Seems like you’d have driven, knowing you’d
be working late.”

“I’d forgotten the
report was due tomorrow, and in nice weather I hate getting the car
out for just a five-block trip.”

“Did you move or
touch anything in here before I came?”

As she contemplated the solemn,
“official” Wayne, Juanita’s mind wandered irrelevantly to a time
they had been kissing on her couch. His sandy hair tickling her
temple, the surprisingly delicate touch of his lips.

Touch—Her thoughts leapt back to
the present. “I handled the flashlight and felt of Asher’s
wrist.”

“Describe those three
again. As much detail as you can, please.”

Juanita did, noting their dark
sweaters, slacks and caps, the grotesqueness of A.G.‘s
stocking-clad features, the facial disguises of the other
two.

“Teeny Guy wore a ski
mask, purple and—yellow, I think.”

“Tasteful.”

“The heavy one had on
makeup of some kind—oh, I bet that’s what was on Asher. See.” She
displayed the smears on her hand. “Only it looked darker on the
guy’s face.”

“Hm-m-m.” Wayne’s pen
beat the paper staccato-fashion. “I noticed that on the preacher’s
knuckles. The military and hunters use it.” He scribbled a note.
“Camouflage makeup, pantyhose, ski mask. All from the Terrorist Tom
Collection.”

“The look worked for
them. It made a statement.”

“Anyone walk with a
limp? Any distinguishing marks?”

She visualized the three again.
“They wore gloves.”

“Figures. Anything
else?”

“No-o-o. Wait—when
they spoke . . .” She summoned an audio memory of P.G.‘s words:
“No! Run!” and “I said run!” A generic male voice. Then A.G.‘s
throaty sounds: “Get her!” and “Don’t wimp out now!”

Juanita clutched Wayne’s arm.
“Athletic Guy’s voice seemed familiar. Deep, powerful, sort of
husky. Bet I’d recognize it if I heard it again.”

“Good, that could
help.” He flipped a page. “Though not as much as if you’d seen his
face.”

“Right. Next time I
see hoods flee a crime scene, I’ll insist on checking
I.D.”

Wayne chucked her under the chin.
“Thanks, Juanita, you’ve been a big help.” He mentioned details
that would not be released to the media, including the vandals’
appearance, and warned her not to mention them. Then he closed his
book, glanced around to make sure they were alone and kissed
her.

“Sure you’re all
right, babe? Kind of a jolt, was it?” His tone was only
half-teasing.

“I’m okay. Think
Asher’ll be?”

“Hard to tell about
head wounds. But he’s young and healthy, which may help. Hope so.
He’s a good guy.”

Juanita thought about what she
knew of the minister. A mild man liberal on social issues, he had a
degree from Yale Divinity School, making him an oddity in Wyndham,
where ministers generally attended regional sectarian seminaries or
none at all. The Ashers had come three years ago and entered
enthusiastically into town life. Besides shepherding his flock,
Ferris worked on civic projects and umpired Little League games,
somehow keeping cool in the face of irate parents’ name-calling. He
was a jogger, waving and smiling at people he passed.

“What do you make of
that ugliness on the wall?” she said, rubbing the broad back of
Wayne’s neck. “Who’s ‘G.O.L’?”

“Beats
me.”

“Suppose some outfit
like the K.K.K. or the Skinheads has started up here?”

“We have to treat it
as a possible hate crime, but the message and swastika could be a
cover. Asher might’ve just preached against someone’s favorite
sin.”

Juanita recalled times she had
heard the victim speak. Nothing terribly controversial—he mentioned
tolerance a lot. She supposed with old bigotries gaining new
respectability, even “live and let live” was a radical idea to
some. She couldn’t claim to be an expert on Asher, however, being
what ministers derogatorily called a “church fly.” Flitting between
congregations made for variety and helped her keep up on town
happenings.

As a door creaked behind them,
she released Wayne’s neck. Jesse entered and reported finding the
escapees’ route through the brush, marked by broken twigs and
disarranged vines. He showed Wayne fibers of a navy sweater he had
found caught on a bush. Juanita said she didn’t recall which man
had worn blue, only that Athletic Guy had been in black.

Wayne asked Jesse to take her
home while he looked around more. She started to argue, but it
occurred to her A.G. might be lying in wait somewhere to silence
the witness. So when Jesse opened the squad car door, she crawled
in without protest. He drove through the familiar neighborhood of
modest one- and two-story frame houses surrounded by lush
evergreens and old winter-bare oaks, walked her to her front door
and waited courteously while she unlocked it and made sure things
were okay inside. She thanked him, and he left.

Scratching and whining sounds
from the back of the house told Juanita Rip had heard her arrive.
She tossed her purse on a wing chair in the spacious living room,
went to open the kitchen door and let in the collie-type mongrel
who greeted her with eager face and swishing tail. Closing the
door, she knelt and threw her arms around his neck.

“Something awful
happened tonight, Rip,” she crooned. “A good man got badly hurt.
And I was scared. I wouldn’t admit that to everybody, but you
understand, don’t you?”

When the gaunt young stray had
come to Juanita’s house a year ago, his timid manner and soft brown
eyes had won her heart. Even now, he remained tentative and unsure
around most people, though he would bark fiercely at postmen and
trash collectors through a shielding windowpane. A fan of irony,
Juanita had named him Jack the Ripper.

After feeding Rip and
supplementing her vending-machine supper with cereal, eaten
standing at the butcher-block counter in her kitchen, she changed
from her tailored blouse and skirt into the “granny gown” she liked
on cool nights. She locked the house with care and was turning out
living-room lights when a vehicle stopped in front of her house. A
door opened, then softly closed. Rip, dozing on his favorite rug in
front of the bay window, cocked an ear.

Panic gripped Juanita. Had
Asher’s attackers come to get her? Looking for a weapon, she
grabbed a floral-patterned umbrella from a holder by the door. It
would have to do.

Footsteps mounted the porch. A
low knock sounded.

Was it A.G., trying to get her to
open up? Juanita waited, brandishing the parasol and silently
blessing Wayne for having browbeaten her into installing a deadbolt
lock. Then she realized Athletic Guy could break a window and crawl
through. It would make noise, maybe waken a neighbor, but he could
probably kill her and be gone before help came.

Perhaps seeing the dog would
scare him off.

Sure. Or possibly A.G. would
laugh himself to death at sight of Rip slinking away from the
action.

Juanita ran to the dining room,
the canine right behind, and paused there, fidgeting.

“What now?” she
murmured. “Go out the back? Slip down the alley? Hide in the
garage?”

“Juanita, you
up?”

Wayne’s voice. Juanita ran to the
living room, yanked back the deadbolt, wrenched the door open and
hugged him. He flinched, plucked the sunshade crook from his
armpit.

“Expecting a shower
in the living room?”

“Umbrellas have other
uses. Like protecting one’s virtue.”

“More likelihood of a
shower in the living room, isn’t there?”

She whacked him with the parasol.
Rip, evidently deciding this was a new game, scratched at Wayne’s
pant leg.

“Hey! Just making
sure you got home okay, babe.”

“Jesse’s a very
efficient young man,” she said stiffly.

“Good. Well, I’m
still on duty—we’re short-handed with this flu bug. Sure you’re all
right?”

“Absolutely. But I
appreciate the concern, Lieutenant.” Melting before his sideways
grin, she hugged his neck. “I am fine, really. Thanks for checking
on me, love.”

“Part of the service.
By the way, that’s a fetching negligee.” He kissed her, scratched
Rip’s ears and left.

Juanita lay awake much of the
night, brain churning with thoughts about the attack on the
minister. It seemed more than a prank gone wrong. But what—and
who—lay behind it?

 



Chapter
2

 


Pirates chased each other off
bowsprits and evil elves sprang from treetops in Juanita’s dreams
when she finally slept. Tuesday morning, logy-headed and half an
hour late after failing to set an alarm, she stumbled through the
massive door of Wyndham Public Library into the main reading
room.

“Hello!” two voices
chorused from stools inside the checkstand.

Juanita mentally chalked a mark
on the wall. Her assistants seldom were in sync about
anything.

Mavis Ralston stared pointedly at
the wall clock, but leaned over to open the counter gate, a rare
gesture of good will. Juanita entered the oval cubicle, took a
stool between her colleagues’ and fielded questions about the
church incident that had been reported on morning news broadcasts.
As they talked, workaholic Mavis went on substituting new magazines
for old in plastic covers. Calvin Meador—Meador as he
preferred—being less addicted to toil ceased checking in books from
the outside bin and listened, undisguised awe in his doughy
face.

“You went on in the
church after seeing those guys come out? Pretty brave,
Juanita.”

“Dumb’s more like it.” Speaking sotto
voice, Mavis could barely be heard. But
she went on at conversational level. “Always thought Asher an odd
duck for a preacher.”

“How do you
mean?”

“Different.” Mavis
nodded sagely. “Re-e-e-eal different.”

“He seems like a nice
man.”

“Didn’t say he
wasn’t.”

“Then what’s your
point?”

“Touchy.” Even in
undertone, the word was clear.

Juanita briefly indulged in her
favorite fantasy, imaginative ways to do in her second in command.
Dunking Mavis in a vat of molten lead sounded fun, though infecting
her with flesh-eating bacteria had real possibilities. If only
Mavis weren’t such a tireless worker.

Returning to reality, Juanita
flipped through morning mail, pitched three envelopes in the trash
and started to carry the rest to her office off the reading room.
Meador stopped her, asking how big the vandals were.

“One was small and
wiry,” she said, “one well-built, probably works out. The third was
heavy-set, about—your size.”

She had hesitated not because she
suspected her male helper had been one of the three masked
men—though mercurial, Meador in all moods rivaled Gandhi for
gentleness—but because of abruptly realizing how many males she
must know who fit one of those descriptions. P.G.‘s voice had been
unremarkable—so was Meador’s—but the idea that the latter could
have been part of that trio was ludicrous.

Mavis glanced
up from a film-covered Good
Housekeeping, gray eyes asparkle with
renewed interest. “So what’s the story, Meador? Where were you last
night about eleven?”

They were opposites in nearly
every sense, Juanita often thought. Meador was a pillowy
twenty-something, Mavis fifty and thin as a tomato stake. She was
also less moody than he, being nearly always bad-tempered. She had
worked at the library three years, ever since the last of a large
brood left home. His arrival a year ago had given her new reason to
live, tormenting him. Juanita’s suggestions he ignore her gibes had
so far gone unheeded.

When Meador had applied, Juanita
had asked bluntly why he would work for what a small-town library
could pay, when at his age and with some college he could do
better.

“Tried other things,”
he said with a disarming smile. “Selling insurance, writing ad
copy, managing a fast-food restaurant. Too stressful. Doctor said
find something slower.”

Charmed despite hearing her
chosen life’s work dismissed as “something slower,” Juanita had
hired him.

“Home in bed,” he
growled now, glowering at a circulation slip. “How about
you?”

“Home,” Mavis said,
her chin sharp as a gravedigger’s spade. “But I don’t need an
alibi. You do.”

“Do not.”

“Do too.”

“Can it, you two. I
can’t take your nonsense today.” Juanita escaped to her cluttered
office, where she saw more volleys had been fired in her
assistants’ months-long Quote War. The upper of two new slips of
paper, joining dozens already dotting one wall, said in Meador’s
bold script:

There is nothing more
frightening than active ignorance.

—Goethe, Spruche in
Prosa

The one below, in Mavis’ precise
printing, read:

It is better to know
nothing than to know what ain’t so.

—H.
W. Shaw (“Josh Billings”), Proverb

Juanita sighed,
hoping Bartlett’s Familiar
Quotations didn’t contain many entries for
“ignorance,” so this skirmish wouldn’t last long. She chewed
antacid tablets, chasing them with water from a small refrigerator
under the worktable.

The phone rang.
Juanita answered. Vivian Mathiesen, reporter for
The Wyndham Daily News,
rasped in cigarette-roughened tones, “I only covered a brouhaha at
city council meeting last night. Sounds tame compared to your
evening.”

“At least my villains
wore masks.”

“Something in that.
Gory details, please.”

“Surely you got those
from the police.”

“The dry facts. No
color.”

Juanita answered Vivian’s
questions, omitting information Wayne had asked her to keep quiet.
When she hung up, she sat slumped at the computer, wondering if she
absolutely had to stay at work today. Yes, she did. Besides doing
several book orders, she had to check the committee report and have
Meador deliver it to Simms’s office.

The phone interview and her
colleagues’ queries proved to be only warm-ups. Between book
orders, she dealt with questions from townspeople drawn by her new
celebrity. They speculated on the culprits’ identity, waxed
indignant over the sanctuary’s violation and indulged in plain
thrill-seeking.

“Shocking,” said Estelle Pugh, when
she happened to catch Juanita in one of her trips out to the
circulation desk. Banker’s wife, society leader and one of
Juanita’s least favorite people, rangy horse-faced Estelle had as
usual “dressed” for the day, her taupe jacket-dress and matching
heels in stark contrast to the jeans and sneakers of most patrons.
“People will never again worship there without recalling what
happened. We need
more policemen on
the streets. When
something like that can happen in a church, what’s the world
coming to?”

Wayne’s response would have been,
“Where were you during the last fight over the police budget,
Estelle?”

Juanita said, “There’s precedent,
unfortunately. Ever hear of church bombings and
burnings?”

“Oh, out there.” Estelle’s flung-up fingers dismissed the world beyond
Wyndham. “Such things don’t happen here.”

“It
seems they do.
Last night jarred
some smugness out
of me.”

If Estelle
noticed Juanita’s mockery, she gave no sign. “Why in the
world did you go
inside the church, Miss
Wills? That seems foolhardy
to me.”

Mavis murmured agreement. At
least Juanita thought so.

After Estelle left, Juanita
checked out a Colleen McCullough novel for Eva Brompton, a member
of Wyndham United Methodist Church. She asked if Eva knew any more
of Asher’s condition, which reports had given as
critical.

“Still unconscious.”
A frown clouded Eva’s plumply pretty face. “Think I’ll drop by the
hospital this afternoon. Mariette might like company.”

“Were you in church
last Sunday, Eva? Did Rev. Asher say anything that might’ve set
this off?”

Eva propped a fleshy elbow on the
counter and cupped her chin in her hand. “Now you mention it, he
did seem different. He was on one of his favorite themes,
respecting others’ beliefs even when we don’t agree with them. But
his tone Sunday was unusual. Almost—angry.”

“Angry.”

“He said we each have
a conscience for a reason, and that those who try to make others
violate their consciences incur the ‘wrath of God.’” Eva chuckled.
“I’d never heard him use that phrase before.”

“Suppose he had
someone specific in mind?”

Eva shrugged gingham-clad
shoulders. “Possible, I guess. If so, he didn’t say
who.”

Doug Darrow, high school history
teacher and Vietnam veteran, dropped by on his lunch hour. With his
wavy sandy hair and strapping build, Doug was considered a “catch”
by many Wyndham women. Juanita had had a soft spot for him herself
ever since his older-kid shenanigans on a jungle gym had nearly
decapitated her when she was eight. The teacher winked a merry
brown eye and laid two Civil War tomes on the counter.

“I hear Library Lady
galloped to the preacher’s rescue last night.”

Noting the similarity of Doug’s
form to Athletic Guy’s, Juanita shivered. His voice was deep, but
less gravelly than A.G.‘s. However, voices could vary with their
owners’ emotions, she remembered uncomfortably.

Might as well suspect Meador. But
crazy idea or not, she decided to see if Doug had an alibi for last
night. “Someone had to protect the town while you big strong men
cowered at home.” She pointed a scanner at his library card. “Or
were you out romancing your latest conquest last
evening?”

He batted long eyelashes.
“Conquest? You’re sexy when you talk Victorian, Juanita. Actually,
I had company.”

The front door opened and
admitted a man of military bearing, his short dark hair salted with
white. Juanita tensed, glanced at Doug, whose grin had
vanished.

“Greetings, Miss
Wills.” Earl Trevethan’s own smile faded. “Darrow.”

“Trevethan.”

The older man had moved to
Wyndham on retirement from the army a few years ago, apparently
seeking some ideal of small-town life. Single and gregarious,
Trevethan could be found at every community event from
community-college ball game to Kiwanis Pancake Day fund-raiser. If
the topic existed on which the two veterans agreed, they didn’t
seem to have found it.

Trevethan’s intense dark eyes
focused on Juanita. “Hear you scuffled with some felons last night,
Miss Wills.”

She mentally noted his body type
and voice—A.G.‘s, almost to the letter. Madness, she scolded
herself, imagining every man she saw had been one of the church
vandals.

“Hardly. I saw them
is all.”

“Strange stuff they
sprayed on the wall.”

“Where’d you hear
about that?” Wayne had told her not to mention the message’s
contents.

“Don’t recall. Couple
different people told me, I think. ‘G.O.L.’ must be whoever paid
the masked guys to play that joke on Asher.”

Doug snorted. “A bunch of modern
Nazis trying to intimidate folks into buying their brand of warped
thinking is no joke.”

He wrenched his shoulders back in
parody of Trevethan’s posture, his drab military jacket a
counterpoint to the other’s maroon windbreaker. The paradox of
their usual garb—the pacifist in government-issue, the “regular
army” man in civvies—had always intrigued Juanita.

“Give it a rest,
Darrow. You bleeding hearts see conspiracy everywhere.”

Juanita tried a diversion. “What
would you guess ‘G.O.L.’ stands for, Doug?”

“Garrulous Old
Lawyers? Goofy Oleaginous Libertines? No telling.” A thought seemed
to strike him. “You weren’t by any chance one of those guys,
Trevethan? Seems a cowardly enough thing to be up your
alley.”

“I’ll match battle
scars with you any day, you cringing piece of shit.”

“That’s enough,”
Juanita said sternly. “This is a library, though people seem to be
confusing it with a nursery school today.”

“You were there last
night,” Doug insisted. “I notice you didn’t deny that
part.”

Trevethan’s next words dripped
icicles. “I don’t owe you any answers, Darrow, but I happen to have
been at city council meeting. Yourself?”

“At home, with
friends.”

“Care to mention
their names?”

“Not to
you.”

“This is ridiculous,”
said Juanita. “Stop it now, or I’ll bar you both from the
library.”

Doug had the grace to look
sheepish. “Nice seeing you, Juanita. I got a class.” He took his
books and left.

“Nut case.” Trevethan
stalked toward the periodicals rack at one end of the large reading
room.

~

After eating a taco salad Meador
brought back for her from his fast-food lunch, Juanita decided she
needed fresh air. She strolled downtown, jacketed against the
lingering effects of an early-morning cold front.

Wyndham had managed to keep its
city center more active than those of many towns by junking parking
meters, refurbishing shop facades, planting trees and flowers and
offering activities to encourage foot traffic. Next month, there
was to be a family fun night with contests, magicians and a puppet
show. Nonetheless, a sizeable shopping center planned for the west
edge of town had downtown merchants worried.

She was passing a computer store
on Main when she recalled needing a printer cartridge. She went in
and prowled among chest-high shelf units of office supplies,
picking up floppy disks and paper clips and the cartridge, then
carried her choices to a currently unmanned counter dividing the
supplies section from a repair shop at the rear. The lone clerk
stood by a shelf of software talking to a customer.

As Juanita waited, someone spoke
in the repair shop. A husky voice. Familiar. A shudder went through
her.

But from that distance she
couldn’t be positive. Seeing the clerk was still occupied, Juanita
circled the counter and crept near the open door.

“I promised this PC
today,” a second voice said.

“Then unpromise it.” The first speaker.

Juanita’s knees buckled. She
caught herself against the door frame.

Taking two deep breaths, she felt
steady enough to edge backwards. Her foot struck the leg of a table
behind the counter, sending a stack of continuous paper slithering
floorward. Page after perforated page slid by before her grabbing
fingers stopped the flow.

At the sounds, a man’s head, dark
hair in a burr cut, poked around the door facing. A tall,
trim-waisted, wide-shouldered body followed.

“Help you?” The cold
blue eyes narrowed as if their owner was trying to place
her.

Juanita’s chest tightened, her
mouth felt dry as old corn husks. “S-s-sorry. I wasn’t looking at
this printer.” Corralling the jumbled paper with one hand, she
pointed with the other to an appliance on the table. “I’m thinking
about getting one like it.”

The man disappeared into the
repair shop again. The female clerk joined Juanita and cheerfully
restacked the paper. Juanita paid for her items by credit card,
signed the bill with shaking hands, took her purchases and left.
She walked a block to a small park, where she collapsed onto a
bench.

No mistaking that combination of
guttural speech and muscular physique. The previous evening the
voice had issued from behind a nylon stocking.

 



Chapter
3

 


“Found him, Wayne—the
voice—the build—he’s it!”

Juanita hunched at her desk,
babbling into the phone, her still-icy fingers cradling the pack of
floppy disks. She had taken a few minutes to collect herself,
hurried back to the library, flung the barest of hellos at Mavis
and shut herself inside the office. Now she could almost feel her
assistant’s inquisitive eyes boring laser-like through the door
panels.

“Slow down, babe,”
Wayne drawled. Juanita heard his chair creak, then a sipping sound.
He would be leaning back, feet on desk, guzzling coffee. “You found
who?”

“The masked man. I
ran into him today—well, not literally—but I saw him, Wayne, heard
him . . . .”

More squeaking, Wayne abruptly
sitting up. His voice grew alert. “You saying you saw one of the
guys from the church? The ones who beat up the
preacher?”

“Who else?”
Indignation steadied Juanita’s words. “How many masked men are you
currently hunting for? I can identify one of them.”

“Great! But how can
you be sure it’s the same fellow?”

“He wore an ‘I
assaulted Ferris Asher’ tee-shirt. Honestly, Wayne. I recognized
his voice, of course.”

“Okay, okay. Where’d
you—wait, I’ll swing by the library and you can tell me about
it.”

“Don’t let me take
you away from catching school-zone speeders or anything really
important.”

“No problem. I
already gave out today’s quota of tickets.”

Wayne arrived minutes later, his
bulk impressive even in the big reading room as he sauntered past
the checkout desk.

“Lieutenant Cleary,”
said a surprised Mavis. “To what do we owe the honor of seeing you
this time of day?” Her nose was fairly quivering with curiosity,
Juanita noted through the open office door.

“Finally got the
goods on your boss.” Wayne gave a conspiratorial wink. “Once she’s
in the slammer, you’ll take over.”

Entering the office and shutting
the door, he gave Juanita a big hug. Then he pushed aside a stack
of papers on the worktable, laid his notebook open and
sat.

“Okay, babe, let’s
have it.”

Fidgeting with returned
excitement, Juanita told of her encounter with the computer
repairman.

“It was the same
voice, Wayne—deep, raspy, forceful. The body was right too, tall
and well muscled.”

“You get his
name?”

As Juanita recalled the man in
the repair-shop doorway, icy blue eyes staring her up and down, she
trembled again. Had he recognized her too? He would certainly know
her name by now, if he hadn’t earlier, because media reports had
carried it.

“He wore a tan
uniform shirt, but I don’t recall a name imprint. Might’ve been too
dumbfounded to notice, though.”

“That’s okay. Your
description can’t fit many who work there.” Wayne eyed her keenly.
“Shook you up a bit?”

“It
shows?”

“You’re as hard to
read as a stadium scoreboard. We’ll catch them, babe. When this guy
knows you’ve I.D.‘d him, he may give up his buddies
too.”

“You really think
so?”

Wayne shrugged.

“When the Pope
teaches tap-dancing in the Sistine Chapel?”

“Maybe. But people
can surprise you.”

“How’s the
investigation going so far?”

Wayne hesitated. It was a
question he hated, he had often told Juanita. To her surprise, he
answered.

“Not great. The
church’s neighbors are mostly elderly folk, in bed by eleven, and
nobody saw or heard anything. The spray can’s a stock item from
K-Mart. No fingerprints on it, of course.”

“Any luck with the
sweater fragment? Or the flashlight?”

“So far,
no.”

She mentioned theories she had
heard from townspeople, including Trevethan’s that someone had
hired the masked men to play a joke on the minister.

“Possible. Strange
sort of prank, though.”

“But Doug Darrow’s
convinced they were part of a K.K.K.-type group Asher somehow ran
afoul of.”

Wayne smiled humorlessly. “Given
the message on the sanctuary wall, that’s no stretch. Even we
simple policemen see that possibility.”

Juanita managed to keep her mouth
shut.

“But as I said,” he
went on, “the message could be a blind. The real motive may be
something personal.” He jotted a note in the book. “Darrow, you
say? He’s at the high school, isn’t he?”

She gazed at him in alarm. “Don’t
hassle Doug, Wayne. Worrying about the right wing is what he
does—like Trevethan sees Communists everywhere, Soviet collapse or
no. They balance each other out.”

After Wayne left, Juanita sat a
few minutes reliving the scary encounter. At last she calmed,
called up the library report on her computer and started checking
figures. Mavis meandered in and began casually leafing through a
self-help manual awaiting cataloguing.

“You calling in the
police about all the non-returns?”

“Wayne didn’t come
about overdue books.”

“Then what was the
cloak-and-dagger stuff about?”

“You mean closing the
door? We didn’t want to scandalize you, Mavis. You probably don’t
approve of people making out during working hours.”

“Don’t tell me,
then,” Mavis said with a dark look. “Too bad those guys didn’t beat
you up too.” She flounced out and returned to the circulation
desk.

Juanita could relate to her
colleague’s curiosity, but Mavis had been known to use ferreted-out
information against others, whereas she herself liked knowing
secrets just to know them. For a moment, Juanita indulged her
fantasy. She could dunk Mavis in boiling paraffin, then light the
giant candle thus produced. Satisfying.

The evening paper carried
Vivian’s story:

LOCAL MINISTER
HURT;

CHURCH
VANDALIZED

by Vivian
Mathiesen

Rev. Ferris Asher
sustained a severe head injury last night when he apparently
surprised vandals in the act of desecrating the Wyndham United
Methodist Church sanctuary.

Asher, the church’s
pastor, remains unconscious and in serious condition today at
Rochester Memorial Hospital.

Epithets had been
spray-painted on a sanctuary wall, but it was unclear whether the
minister himself was their target.

The vandals’ motive
and identity are also unknown.

Authorities ask that
anyone having relevant information contact Wyndham
Police.

Local librarian
Juanita Wills came to Asher’s aid after hearing sounds in the
church and seeing three men run out. The incident occurred about 11
p.m. Monday, as Wills was walking past the church after working
late at the library.

“I was plenty scared
when I saw them run out,” she told this reporter. “Especially when
one started toward me. But another called him back and they ran
away.”

Wills entered the
building after hearing groans from inside the building. She found
Asher lying on the floor near the podium and phoned 911 from the
parsonage next door.

“We don’t recommend
citizens take risks like Miss Wills did,” said Police Lt. Wayne
Cleary, who investigated. “Another perpetrator could have been
inside the church. But this time she may have saved a man’s
life.”

Mrs. Mariette Asher,
the victim’s wife, reported her husband had gone to the church to
check on noises he heard after the couple went to bed. The Ashers’
bedroom window faces the church and was open.

The church’s front
door had been locked earlier that evening, but Cleary noted the
lock is a relatively simple type to open.

“Great,” Juanita
groaned aloud after reading the account. Now the two or three
people in Wyndham who haven’t yet asked me about this,
will.”
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Floodlit Merriam Hall rose pale
and majestic atop a hill at the center of Wyndham Community College
as Juanita climbed its long flight of steps Tuesday evening. She
had considered skipping her weekly Books meeting after dealing with
curious people all day, but liked to support the few cultural
opportunities in town.

A less high-minded reason for
attending was that Eva Brompton, arguably the area’s best cook,
would be taking her turn at providing refreshments. Juanita had
eaten a light supper in anticipation.

She entered the classroom where
Books met. Some fifteen people milled about, sat at long tables
placed in a crescent facing the teacher’s desk or stood near a
refreshments table by the door. Aromas of coffee and homemade
cookies overlaid an odor of chalk dust. At Juanita’s approach,
Willard Pugh set down his cup, poured another from a decaf urn and
handed it to her. She thanked him and heaped a plate with hazelnut
shortbread and coconut macaroons.

“So, Miss Wills,
you’re the hero of the hour.” A diminutive man with chubby cheeks
and rimless glasses, Pugh looked especially unimpressive beside his
imposing wife in her omnipresent high heels. But he exuded the
confidence of a small-town banker with yea-nay power over the
locals’ lives.

“I just happened to
be passing the church at the right time.” Juanita bit into a nutty
confection, her eyes closing in ecstasy.

“False modesty has never been one of your faults, Miss Wills,” Estelle Pugh said, brushing imaginary
lint from her ivory wool suit. “No telling when the pastor would have
gotten medical attention if you hadn’t found him.”

“Probably saved his
life,” agreed Cyril Brompton, Eva’s husband and owner of the local
abstract company. Cyril’s potbellied shape, twinkling green eyes
and large balding head always made Juanita think of a yard gnome.
“Even if you did go inside out of sheer nosiness.”

“It was brave of you,
though, to enter that dark sanctuary alone, Miss Wills,” Pugh said.
“What if another vandal had been lurking in there?” His hand
jiggled, sloshing coffee that barely missed his wife’s pale skirt.
“Sorry. Clumsy of me.”

“Really, Willard. Can’t you be
more careful?”
The look Estelle gave him could have sliced
fruit.

“If there’d been a
lurker, I guess I’d have come out faster than I went in. Great
shortbread, Eva.”

“Thanks. I added
extra nuts this time.”

“How’s Rev. Asher
doing? Any late word?”

“Still unconscious
when I was by the hospital around four.” Eva’s apple-dumpling face
elongated in a frown. “Mariette’s exhausted, but won’t go home to
rest in case he should wake up.”

“I
suppose you’ve determined the criminals’ identity by now, Miss
Wills,” Cyril said, referring to Juanita’s comment made months
before during the club’s discussion of Wilkie Collins’
The Moonstone—that
anyone with common sense could solve a crime. Wayne, hearing later
of the remark, had not been amused.

“Your policeman
friend must be thrilled to have your aid with his cases,” Pugh
said, his tone implying Wayne needed help from someone.

“Does Wayne consult
you right away, Juanita,” Doug Darrow asked impishly, “or only
after he’s screwed up a case?”

“This isn’t a
literary meeting, it’s a sugar-stoked bull session,” Juanita
groaned.

Talk shifted to the message on
the church wall.

“Whoever wrote that
must be one sick individual.” Cyril refilled his cup.

“Crazy, I’d say,” his
wife said. “‘Doer of devil’s work,’ my eye! Ferris
Asher?”

“Bigots aren’t noted
for their logic, Mrs. Brompton.” Doug patted the olive-drab
tee-shirt covering his tabletop-flat stomach. “Fantastic macaroons,
by the way.”

Eva beamed.

“Speaking of crazy,”
Earl Trevethan said with a sardonic grin, his shoulders braced
under a red plaid sport shirt, “Darrow thinks there’s a ‘secret
society’ involved.”

The two frequent opponents eyed
each other. Lifting her eyes in a here-we-go-again expression, Eva
went to speak to moderator Katherine Greer, who sat at the
teacher’s desk. Meador entered, tossed a bright green cardigan on a
chair and helped himself to food while listening to Doug expound
his paramilitary-group theory.

“A conspiracy sounds
pretty far-fetched in a sleepy burg like this, Doug,” Meador
finally commented.

“You might be
surprised what goes on in Wyndham, Meador,” said Roy Boston, a
corpulent man with a jovial smile and a nervous habit of rubbing
his chin. “We lawyers see a side of small towns you laymen
don’t.”

“Come on, Roy,” said
Cyril. “This place is so dull it barely makes the road
maps.”

Pugh gave Cyril a speculative
smile. “I understand some people import their
excitement.”

Cyril reddened, glanced uneasily
at Eva. She appeared absorbed in conversation with
Katherine.

“Hate groups are
everywhere, Meador,” Doug said. “The ones that make the news are
just the tip of the ice—”

“Let’s begin,
people.” Katherine stood and clapped her hands.

The chatter
ceased. Snatching two more shortbread fingers, Juanita took a chair
between Doug and Meador. Trevethan pointedly sat as far from Doug
as the semicircle arrangement allowed. Estelle waited like Queen
Victoria for Pugh to pull out her chair, which he did with slightly
too much force. Other members refilled cups, found seats and opened
copies of a paperback containing Walden and “Civil
Disobedience.”

Katherine, a
retired WCC English teacher, had begun the discussion circle three
years ago, planning to use the “Great Books of the Western World”
series published by Encyclopedia
Britannica. But when she read a list of
titles and authors at the organizational meeting, some participants
protested that Plutarch, Aquinas and Shakespeare sounded dull. When
it seemed the idea of a group might die aborning, Katherine agreed
members could vote on reading choices.

The club’s official name, Wyndham
Literary Society, had never really had a chance because of Boston’s
comment that first lively evening: “If we’re not going to read the
Great Books, maybe not even good books, we’d better just call
ourselves Books.” The nickname had stuck.

Katherine, white-haired and
dignified, her piercing blue eyes magnified behind strong lenses,
summarized Henry David Thoreau’s life and influence, then called
for responses to the week’s readings.

“Garbage.” Trevethan
disdainfully tossed his copy on the table. “Society couldn’t
function if everyone thought like Thoreau.”

Boston nodded agreement. “The
rule of law is a contract we make with each other. If everyone
chose the statutes he wanted to obey, the world would be
chaos.”

“And it’s not now?”
Cyril quipped.

“Not all laws are
good ones, Roy,” Juanita objected. “What about the Jim Crow
ordinances that once mandated separate drinking fountains and
restrooms for black people?”

“Yeah,” Doug agreed.
“You saying they deserved to be obeyed, Boston?”

“Till they could be
changed legally, yes.” The attorney spoke in a superior tone, a
professional deigning to discuss his field with
amateurs.

“If minorities had
waited for legislators to change things, they’d have waited
forever,” Darrow snapped. “They had to force the issue with marches
and sit-ins.”

“Pure media
manipulation,” Trevethan growled. “The media knew they were being
managed too, but didn’t care. Hell, they loved it. When they get
hold of a story they like, they don’t let go!”

In Trevethan’s excitement he
half-rose, jarring his neighbor Pugh out of what appeared to be
deep thought.

“Calm down,
everyone,” Katherine reprimanded. “We can disagree without being
disagreeable.”

Quiet reigned a moment, save for
the hisses of coffee urns. Infrequent scoldings by the moderator, a
former WACs sergeant, carried weight.

“So, Mr. Darrow,” she
went on more pleasantly, “you agree with Thoreau that a person must
follow his conscience even if it conflicts with the
law?”

Doug replied in the affirmative.
Juanita only half heard, however. A disquieting small voice inside
was whispering that something she had seen or heard here tonight
related to the attack on Asher. But what? A statement? A tone or
speech pattern? A manly shape?

Juanita considered the men
present. Identifying the computer repairman had told her neither
Doug nor Trevethan was Athletic Guy, but Boston resembled Paunchy
Guy and his voice could qualify. Meador, she recalled
uncomfortably, answered the description too.

Then there was Willard Pugh, the
right size for Teeny Guy, the man who hadn’t spoken Monday. The
catch there was that she couldn’t see the self-assured banker as
third in command in any endeavor. As she watched him, Pugh appeared
to reach some decision.

“Mr. Darrow isn’t
exactly consistent,” he said with a grin. “As I recall, when Ollie
North claimed he had to ‘go above the law’ in Iran-Contra, Mr.
Darrow wanted to lock North up for life.”

Trevethan guffawed. Doug began a
retort, but peacemaker Cyril forestalled it.

“Thoreau at least
lived up to his principles,” the abstracter said. “He went to jail
rather than pay taxes he thought were being used for unjust
purposes.”

“So what?” Roy Boston
said, stroking his chin deliberatively. “Both slavery and the
Mexican war continued. All Thoreau got for his protest was a night
behind bars.”

“Thanks to whoever
paid his taxes for him,” Pugh said, “Thoreau made out like a
bandit. He got to preach his high-and-mighty ideas but take none of
their consequences.”

“Thoreau didn’t ask
anyone to pay, Willard,” Juanita said. “He’d have preferred to stay
in jail.”

“So he said. Can we
believe him?”

“The man was a tightwad,” Estelle offered, patting
her silvery gray hair. “Nothing admirable in that.”

Juanita had been surprised to see
Mrs. Pugh at the first Books meeting, supermarket tabloids and
movie-star biographies being her reading matter of choice. But then
she had realized the banker’s wife considered Books just another
social occasion. Estelle’s contribution to the planning session had
been to suggest members hear professional reviewers rather than
reading selections themselves, as had a book club she’d attended as
a young woman in Dallas. To Juanita’s amusement and Katherine’s
clear relief, the proposal had gone nowhere.

“What would Thoreau have done,” Estelle went on now, “if Emerson hadn’t let him
live on his
land?”

Juanita
suspected she had pried that bit of information out of Willard.
Even using Cliff’s Notes
required reading.

Meador spoke. “At least Thoreau
was right about people’s lives getting too complex. We should all
try going off alone some time and living off the land.”

Sure, Juanita thought. A hermit
by nature, Meador could probably handle the “alone” part. As for
“living off the land,” she doubted he would make it twenty-four
hours without Blue Bell ice cream or Little Debbie
cakes.

“He does make sense
there,” Trevethan conceded. “Self-reliance teaches a man what he’s
made of. But politically, the guy was a loon.”

At Juanita’s side, Doug’s fist
clenched.

“Easy,” she
murmured.

“Some of us can’t go
trudging around in the countryside, Meador,” Boston said with a
supercilious smile. “We’re too busy making a living.”

“Bullshit,” Trevethan
said. “Nobody’s so important he can’t take an hour out of his
schedule now and then.”

Boston colored. “I have plenty to
do at my law office, Trevethan, without putting an oar into
everyone else’s business the way some do.”

“And some people
don’t have sense enough to know when they’re being
helped.”

Intrigued, Juanita looked from
one to the other. Battles between Trevethan and Doug were old
stuff, but Trevethan and Boston? Their exchange seemed more
personal than a simple book discussion, she thought.

The animated debate that followed
called on Katherine’s referee skills. Pugh contributed wry digs at
various people, with Cyril as his favored target. Juanita was
reminded of an earlier evening when the banker had twitted the
abstracter about having secrets. Cyril had gotten defensive,
insisting that liking one’s privacy didn’t make one guilty of
anything.

When the
Thoreau discussion ended, secretary-treasurer Cyril sold copies of
Machiavelli’s The Prince
for next week. As Juanita paid, she smiled to
think how many Great Books titles Katherine was managing to sneak
in through skillful leading of the selection
process.

Meador, Doug
and Estelle drifted out the door after Cyril as he carried empty
platters to the Bromptons’ car. Juanita helped Eva wash and lock
away coffeepots and cups, while Katherine tidied chairs. Pugh and
Trevethan made no move to help, sitting comfortably while the
latter extolled an anti-gun-control editorial he had read in
The Daily Oklahoman,
Oklahoma City’s influential conservative newspaper. When
housekeeping chores were finished, Katherine gathered several
paperbacks from the desk, doused lights and shooed everyone out.
Juanita held the moderator’s books while she wrestled with the lock
on the building’s door. Atop the stack lay a cryptogram
magazine.

“Oh, I love these
puzzles,” Juanita said.

Katherine smiled. “They’re
relaxing. I always carry a book of them for whenever I get a spare
minute.”

“You girls ought to try breaking a tough code,” Trevethan said, “like I
had to do in the army.”

Pugh smiled enigmatically at
Juanita.

The five walked to the parking
lot, where Doug and Meador stood under a pole lamp, Meador chewing
on something.

“. . . up to us to
defend ourselves . . .” Doug broke off at the group’s approach.
Taking a plastic bag printed with red Chinese characters from a
pocket, he smiled mischievously and offered it. “Dried lychee nut,
anyone?”

Juanita took one, the others
declined. Eva and Katherine said goodnight and got into their cars.
The four men watched as Juanita examined the lychee under the
light. Pale brown, with a rippled surface, it was slightly smaller
than a golf ball. Doug took one, crushed its thin shell, popped the
contents into his mouth, chewed briefly and spat a seed onto the
concrete. Following his lead, Juanita ate hers. The moist dark
fruit’s flavor reminded her of dried prunes.

“Tasty. Where’d you
get these?”

“Asian grocery in
Tulsa. First tasted them in Vietnam.”

“Darrow just loved
the ‘gooks,’” Trevethan mocked. “Everything they ate too, fishheads
and all.” He climbed into a late-model gray sedan parked beside
Juanita’s ten-year-old blue Chevy. “Goodnight, people.”

Juanita offered Meador a ride,
but he said he had already accepted one from Doug. She smiled, glad
her young assistant had made a friend. When she turned the key in
her Chevy’s ignition, the car refused to start. She tried again.
Same thing. Doug offered a jump from his motor, but on the third
try her car started.

As she drove home, she thought
about the evening’s session. Tension between Doug and Trevethan was
nothing new, and some books did provoke stronger feelings than
others. However, the meeting just ended had been unusually scrappy.
Pugh had hinted before that he knew something embarrassing about
Cyril, but tonight had practically hummed the “I’ve Got a Secret”
theme in Brompton’s ear. As for Trevethan and Boston, Juanita
didn’t recall their sparring so much previously.

That little voice within Juanita
was still insisting she had been given some clue tonight about the
church incident, some hint she was too thick to
understand.

“But all those people
are upstanding citizens,” she said aloud. “Not the sort to be
involved in anything illegal.”

“Remember who
populated the Klan in post-Civil War days?” came the
reply.

Less than an hour after Juanita
arrived home, the first anonymous phone call came.
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5

 


“Don’t be prying into
something that don’t concern you, lady,” the hushed voice said.
“Could be dangerous.”

She heard a click, then a dial
tone.

Juanita raised her eyes to the
ceiling. The prank had Doug Darrow written all over it, although
she wouldn’t put it past several other Books members either. Would
she never live down that “detecting is common sense”
remark?

She changed to a robe and was at
the kitchen table sipping cocoa when she heard Rip snuffling
outside. Then a timid knock sounded at the back door. That would be
her neighbor, Bach Nguyen, who often came over evenings to practice
speaking English. Juanita opened the door and found Bach on the
porch, tiny and graceful in skinny jeans and tee-shirt, hands
clasped demurely on abdomen.

“You have time
tonight?”

“Sure, come in.”
Juanita calmed Rip, left him out and closed the door after the
visitor. She longed to finish unwinding and go to bed, but made
more cocoa instead. When the women were seated across from each
other, Juanita noticed Bach’s delicate face looked drawn, her dark
eyes teary.

“Something wrong,
Bach?”

“I scared, Juanita.”
A TV addict, Bach understood and pronounced English well, but as
the Nguyens used Vietnamese at home her spoken English was shaky.
The graceful throat worked a moment, the thin shoulders
quivered.

Though scarcely older than her
visitor, Juanita felt her motherly instincts aroused. She gently
touched Bach’s arm. “Take a deep breath. Now, what are you afraid
of?”

Bach inhaled hard. “We get
letter.” She drew another long breath, and the story tumbled out.
The Nguyens had received an unsigned note addressed to “Filthy
Gooks.” Bach hadn’t recognized all the obscenities, but her husband
Tinh, who worked at a convenience store, had. The gist had been
that Vietnamese weren’t wanted in Wyndham and must leave “or else.”
Bach asked what “or else” meant.

“It means something
bad will happen if you don’t do what the letter says.”

She nodded as if Juanita had
confirmed her fears.

“It may be an empty
threat, though,” Juanita added. “Sometimes people—stupid ones—think
it’s funny to scare others.”

A tear appeared in Bach’s eye,
spilled down her dusky cheek. “You think this people hurt my
children?”

“Hard to say, Bach.
But you must take that letter to the police. It’s against the law
to send such things through the mail.”

“Tinh throw away. He
say he take care.”

“What did he mean,
he’d take care of it?”

Bach watched her forefinger trace
a figure eight on the table’s Wedgwood-blue enamel, then lifted
worried eyes.

“I think he
shoot.”

“He has a
gun?”

“Yes.”

Juanita asked if she or Tinh had
any idea who had sent the note. Bach shook her head.

“You think other
letters come?”

“It’s possible. But
if you get another one, tell your husband to take it to the police.
They’ll try to find out who’s bothering you. Tinh could get in lots
of trouble if he shoots anyone, or even threatens someone with a
gun.”

Bach agreed, but didn’t sound
confident. She changed the subject to the incident at the church
that Tinh’s customers had talked about that day. A singsong note
entered Juanita’s voice as she told the story again. Bach asked
about the vandals’ facial disguises, seeming especially interested
in the ski mask. Since some details had already leaked out, Juanita
got scratch pad and pen and made a crude drawing. Her neighbor’s
face lit as she pointed at the paper.

“I saw!”

“You’ve seen a ski
mask before? In a store, you mean?”

“No, in house I
clean. Same.” She put her slender hands together and slowly drew
them apart, as if stretching a knit head covering.

“Whose
house?”

“Blompton.”

Juanita felt a tingle of
excitement. Immediately she regretted her readiness to suspect good
friends. “A ski mask in the Brompton house? What
colors?”

Bach sipped her drink, pondering.
“Yellow and—green?”

“You sure about the
colors?”

“Yellow, sure. Green,
maybe.”

Bach had seen the mask at the
back of a dresser drawer when she was putting away Cyril’s clean
socks. She’d looked at it twice since, trying to figure out its
use.

“Didn’t you ask Mrs.
Brompton what it was for?”

“Oh, no. She think I
nosy.”

Juanita thoughtfully drained her
cup. “Next time you clean there, why don’t you make sure about the
colors. But don’t say anything to either of the Bromptons.
Okay?”

“You think it
same?”

“I’m sure it’s
not.”

After Bach left, Juanita stared
into chocolate dregs in her cup. Even if the Bromptons’ mask was
yellow and purple instead of yellow and green, that proved nothing.
She couldn’t imagine either Brompton involved in such doings. On
the other hand, skiing wasn’t a major sport in Oklahoma. The
Nguyens’ letter and church attack were probably unrelated, but
together suggested an ugly undercurrent to life in Wyndham.
Burglaries and bar fights were common, but intimidation? Was Boston
right, that she was unaware of the town’s seamier side?

Since returning home she had
occasionally missed the cultural, shopping and dining opportunities
available in cities, but had come to love the slow pace and
neighborliness in Wyndham, even the idiosyncracies of some town
residents. Sometimes she wondered if she was giving enough back.
Perhaps this was a contribution she could make, to expose whoever
was frightening citizens. Maybe she’d test out that theory about
detecting being a matter of common sense.

Wayne mustn’t know, of
course.

Recalling Bach’s gentle face
pinched with fear, Juanita crushed the ski mask drawing into a
ball, resolving that the culprit wouldn’t get away with
this.

But now the stains in her cup
seemed to represent remnants of lost innocence. She knew the guilty
party or parties just might.
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Meador breezed in the library
door his typical five minutes late on Wednesday, cheeks pink from
hurrying, round face beaming good will. He called to his colleagues
seated inside the checkstand, with more alliteration than accuracy,
“Marvelous matins to ye, merry maidens.”

Tired from another restless
night, Juanita managed a weak smile. Mavis’s “Hmph” was less
forceful than usual, but calling either of them “merry” struck
Juanita as excessive. However, with her assistants in a state of
comparative geniality, it seemed safe to leave them alone together.
Issuing a few instructions, she went out to her car, which she had
driven today in order to do errands.
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