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Chapter 1

Marisa Rutherford was elbow deep, sweating
and cleaning and cussing the only espresso machine in Agua Dulce,
Texas, when Mr. Patel came into Pecos Belle’s Emporium & Eats
and told her the whole damn town had been sold on eBay.

The news brought Marisa up from her task so
abruptly she jammed her finger against the side of the espresso
machine. She yowled and rubbed the injury and cussed some more.
“You’re kidding,” she said through her pain.

“No. I am not.” The East India native’s dark
eyes glistened as if he might break into tears.

“He is going to construct a monster petrol
station.”

For a fleeting second Marisa wished for an
Internet connection so she could personally check that information.
Though all of the Agua Dulce citizens knew the embittered widow of
the town’s owner had posted the village on the Internet auction a
month earlier, no one had believed it would be sold. Who in their
right mind would pay a million dollars for a town of ten residents
in the most sparsely populated county in Texas? And in West Texas,
at that?

Without a good-bye, Mr. Patel turned and
headed for the front door, weaving through tables of antiques and
flea market wares, dodging aged oxen yokes and weathered hames that
hung from the ceiling. As he went, he muttered in a language Marisa
didn’t even know the name of, much less understand.

From where she stood in the back of the
building--the location of the “Eats” part of Pecos Belle’s Emporium
& Eats--she had a clear view of Mr. Patel’s dumpy service
station on the opposite side of the highway. The setting sun cast
the stucco building in gold, which made it look twice its
fifty-year-old age. Mr. Patel sold gasoline outside, but inside, he
and his wife and two daughters operated an overcrowded convenience
store that peddled everything from quarts of milk to T-shirts with
Spider-Man logos on the front.

As Marisa watched him wait for a passing car,
then dash across the highway, fear gripped her. How the hell would
she support herself and her mother if Agua Dulce’s new owner built
one of those mega service stations right next door? Or worse yet,
right on top of them. Marisa’s thoughts careened into each other as
she considered the consequences of the old brick structure her
mother had leased for over thirty years suddenly falling into the
hands and under the control of a new owner.

By the time she reassembled the espresso
machine, she had worked herself into a full-blown panic. Pecos
Belle’s balance sheet showed the combined value of goods for sale
and functioning restaurant equipment to be close to a quarter
million dollars, an investment accrued over years by her mother. If
the new owner demanded that they vacate, what would she do with
Mama’s stuff? All she could think of was screeching at her mother.
Why had she done business in a leased building, in a privately
owned town, in the middle of nowhere, for most of her life?

But Marisa already knew the answer and it was
too late for recrimination. The chance of even a rational
discussion of the problem was forever shut out of Mama’s brain. A
brutal bastard was steadily sucking the intelligence and the very
life from the mother who had once been witty, wise and loving. The
scourge had a name Marisa had come to equate with hell: Alzheimer’s
Disease.

The wall clock that shrieked and chugged like
a locomotive at twelve and six every day—only God knew where Mama
had gotten it--blasted Marisa from her thoughts. Suppertime. Time
to get a meal together for Mama.

She locked the plate glass front door, hung
up the CLOSED sign and turned off all but the night lights. Then
she went to the kitchen. A gas-flame griddle and a short counter
with a stainless-steel cabinet hanging above it, filled one wall of
the galley-style room. A huge refrigerator and freezer, a
commercial dishwasher and a stainless steel triple sink covered the
opposite wall. Marisa could stand between the appliances and touch
the refrigerator door with one hand and the hanging cabinet with
the other. She couldn’t imagine sixty square feet of space being
used more efficiently anywhere in the world.

After spending most of the afternoon cleaning
the espresso machine, fatigue weighed heavily, but she pulled a
ground beef patty from the refrigerator, placed it on the hot
griddle and seasoned it. Pecos Belle’s served hamburgers made of
lean sirloin, ground and molded into patties by Marisa herself. She
hated that pre-formed, frozen cardboard product too many
cafes--including the one where she had last cooked in Arlington,
Texas--touted and served up as “fresh, home-style hamburgers.”

She constructed a hamburger with all the
trimmings, then sliced it in half and tucked it into a
parchment-lined plastic basket with a few French fries. Not the
healthiest meal, but Mama loved hamburgers and Marisa indulged her.
Her mother was dying. At this point, what difference did it make
what she ate?

She turned off the flame under the griddle
and spent a few more minutes wiping down and straightening the
kitchen. On the way out the back door, she stopped off at the
bathroom medicine cabinet in the apartment that butted up to the
café’s kitchen and dining area. There, under lock and key, Marisa
kept Mama’s assortment of pills. She stored them in the building
separate from where she and Mama lived because it was too risky
leaving them where they were easily accessible. Mama, in her addled
state of mind, might swallow all of them at one time. Marisa bumped
one tiny tablet onto her palm and slid it into her pocket.

Carrying the hamburger, she exited through
the back door. A Fleetwood singlewide mobile home was set up behind
the building where Mama had operated Pecos Belle’s flea
arket/antique store and café/coffee bar since before Marisa was
born. Oh, and there was a museum of sorts. It boasted reproductions
of dinosaur footprints cast in plaster, a stuffed and mounted
rattlesnake over fifteen feet long and a giant papier-mâché gorilla
statue. There was also a real, full-sized covered wagon dating back
to the post-Civil War migration west. Anything to drag a motorist
off the highway. If Mr. Patel hadn’t already cornered the market on
gasoline, Mama surely would have tried selling that, too.

Marisa followed a rock pathway two hundred
feet to the mobile home’s front deck. When she entered the
singlewide, she saw her mother sitting in front of TV watching a
sit-com. Mama had put her blouse on backward and some strings of
pink yarn hung in her white hair--not tied, just sort of
draped.

Marisa felt a little ping in her heart. Mama
had been so pretty when she was young. Marisa could vaguely
remember her blue eyes, complexion like porcelain and long blond
hair. Instinct caused a woman who had once been so attractive to
still attempt makeup and hairdos, Marisa guessed, but more often
than not, the effort came off with Mama looking like a clown.
Seeing it broke Marisa’s heart, but she didn’t interfere. Her
mother didn’t know the difference and these days, it was rare for
anyone but Marisa to see her. What little family they had seldom
came and Mama’s friends in Agua Dulce, out of respect, were
reluctant to gawk at her decline.

“What’s happening on TV?” Marisa asked,
setting the burger on the table in a cramped dining area that was
squeezed between the kitchen and the living room.

As she took ice cubes from a tray, Mama
answered her question by summarizing the TV show she had been
watching, clearly mixing in a few scenes from other TV shows from
who knew when.

Marisa pulled a pitcher of tea from the
refrigerator and poured it over the ice, stirred in a teaspoonful
of sugar and set the glass on the table beside the hamburger. Then,
still listening to her mother’s prattle, she urged her up from her
recliner and guided her to a chair at the dining table. She wrapped
a warm hamburger half in a napkin and placed it in her mother’s
wizened hands. “There, now. Eat.”

Mama lifted the burger and obediently took a
bite. “I saw your daddy today,” she said, chewing robotically and
looking into space, the vacancy in her eyes magnified by thick
glasses.

To Marisa’s knowledge, her mother hadn’t set
eyes on Marisa’s father since before her birth. She once heard from
her Aunt Rosemary that her parents had lived together for a time.
“Hec, the Sperm Donor,” Aunt Rosemary called him. Hector Espinosa.
He was from Arizona, half Apache and half Mexican, which accounted
for Marisa’s olive coloring and straight black hair. And possibly
her sometimes hot temper. Her ancestry did not, however, explain
her amber eyes.

“Really, Mama? Where was that?”

“I was at a dance in Odessa. I tried to get
his attention, but he had his back to me.”

Even now, Mama loved to dance. Marisa had no
trouble believing she had once tripped lightly with the best of
them. “Awww. That’s too bad.”

“I’m not going over there again,” Mama said.
“Nothing but a bunch of drunks. I got so mad I just walked
home.”

Odessa was over a hundred miles to the east,
but that fact meant nothing. These days she and Mama had many
nonsensical conversations. Marisa always played along, not knowing
what else to do. “I don’t blame you,” she said.

“Marisa, if he’s found somebody else, you can
tell me, you know.”

A burning sensation flew to Marisa’s eyes and
she turned away. Goddammit! Hadn’t fate been cruel enough to her
gentle, caring mother? Hadn’t it been enough that some sonofabitch
she had obviously never been able to put out of her mind left her
pregnant and stuck in this West Texas sinkhole of a place for her
whole life? No, apparently all of that hadn’t been enough. Now, a
disease from hell was taking her mind.

“Why, Mama,” she said, “he could never find
someone else like you. Go ahead, now, and finish your supper.”

Marisa had tamped down and dammed up so many
emotions, sometimes she thought her skull might explode, yet, as
she did a dozen times a day, she fought back her grief and
frustration and took her time helping her mother eat, chatting
along about this and that.

Changing the subject from Mama’s past wasn’t
hard, as her ability to concentrate on anything for longer than
minutes had been gone a while. Lately even companionship meant
little to her. None of that mattered now. No one had given more
love or care to her friends and acquaintances, or to Marisa, than
her mother. Nothing, not even eviction from Pecos Belle’s, would
keep Raylene Rutherford’s daughter from making sure her beloved
parent spent her last days with a roof over her head, good food in
her belly and love surrounding her.

After supper Marisa removed the yarn from her
mother’s hair, helped her bathe and get into her nightgown. She had
her swallow the pill she had brought from the medicine cabinet in
Pecos Belle’s. What good the drug did Marisa couldn’t tell. She
didn’t know its exact purpose in the first place, but it always put
Mama down for the night. According to the doctor, that was good.
The last thing anyone wanted was for Mama to be up wandering during
the night. Science’s best solution appeared to be to zonk her with
drugs.

Marisa waited for her charge to grow drowsy,
then helped her to the bed. The crinkly eyelids fluttered shut and
Marisa held her mother’s hand for a time, studying the papery skin,
the distinct blue veins that carried her lifeblood. Her hand looked
like an elderly woman’s hand. Raylene Rutherford was sixty-six
years old. Marisa had been born a bastard when her mother was
thirty-two, old enough to know how to avoid an unwanted pregnancy.
Marisa longed to know her mother’s story, but no one had ever told
her. Through the years, only bits and pieces had been dropped by
her aunts.

Once again, so as not to be immobilized by
her emotions, Marisa pushed them to a dark place deep in her
psyche.

 


 



Chapter 2

 


The black of night was fading to daylight’s
soft gray as Terry Ledger plugged his key into the front door of
his twelfth floor condominium in The Tower in downtown Fort Worth.
He hated dragging in at this hour. He should have come home last
night after dinner, shouldn’t have stayed the night at
Michelle’s.

As he stepped into the entry, the clean smell
of lemon oil met him, proof his housekeeper Irene Mendoza had been
on the scene. To his left the muted glow of streetlights beaming
through bare windows dimly lit the rectangle that was the living
room. Its bare maple floors and stark white walls reminded him of a
racquet ball court. He dropped his truck keys in a heavy art glass
bowl on a massive harvest table in the entryway, made a right turn
into the high-ceilinged white kitchen and put coffee on to
drip.

While waiting for the eye-opening brew, he
walked back to the living room, his footsteps echoing through the
almost-empty space. His few pieces of living room furniture were
mostly mismatched castoffs from dozens of model home showings
across the Fort Worth/Dallas area. His plants were artificial. The
condo’s only window treatments--they had come from the shelves of
Walmart--didn’t hang in the living room, but served to provide
privacy in his bedroom.

To a successful homebuilder with his
schedule, his condo décor meant next to nothing. He was asleep most
of the time he spent here. His only requirement was that the place
be meticulously clean, kept that way by Irene who came in every day
except on weekends. For as long as he could remember he had been a
stickler for cleanliness, but he had become a regular martinet
after a six-year hitch in the army and three years in and out of
Middle Eastern squalor.

Despite the lack of furniture and décor, his
digs weren’t shabby. The condo was located in what had been the
Bank One building before a tornado crashed through downtown Fort
Worth, took out more than half the skyscraper’s glass and destroyed
the interior. What had once been luxury offices was now luxury
living spaces, remodeled and renamed. Downtown living wasn’t his
style, but getting in on the ground floor when The Tower opened for
occupancy made the condo an outstanding investment.

He liked owning a little part of downtown
Fort Worth. The city was in the midst of a revival and he liked
being on the scene to watch the transformation. As much as he loved
everything about the construction of something new, he loved the
reconstruction of something old.

He also loved progress, He was filled with
awe and admiration at all the wealthy Bass and Tandy families had
accomplished. They had methodically restored the old areas that had
fallen into decay after the flight to the suburbs of businesses and
retail stores. They had built a concert hall and a mega movie
theatre and remodeled any number of historic buildings. Other
entrepreneurs had followed, adding shopping and museums, opening
high-caliber restaurants and trendy nightclubs. Downtown Fort Worth
now surpassed Dallas as a happening place for a fun night out.

Now, as he gazed out his wall-to-wall windows
over the awakening city, the lights still visible were mostly
nightlights casting the streets and buildings in a dull pinkish
gold. Few human beings were awake at this hour, much less walking
the sidewalks. The only sign of life was a pair of private cops on
bicycles. A stillness hung in the air as if the city waited to
burst into action at the first pink shard of daylight.

Last night’s awkward conversation with
Michelle intruded into his thoughts. It had been all about
commitment and his lack thereof. They had eaten a delicious quail
dinner and downed a bottle of good wine at Reata, then gone to her
apartment in West Fort Worth for dessert--a session of
blood-boiling sex.

Afterward, as they shared yet another glass
of wine, she laid out a plan for a four-three-two house in a
bedroom community within commuting distance to her downtown office.
Her scenario included a nanny to care for the two kids they would
have while she worked toward a partnership in the firm where she
practiced personal injury law.

Knowing her lofty ambitions, Terry was
surprised that institutions as mundane as matrimony and motherhood
interested her. Unfortunately, sharing those two life steps with
Michelle didn’t interest him. Her true loyalty lay with who could
do the most for her and too often, her sharp tongue or her
self-centered attitude reminded him too much of his mother. Terry
couldn’t wrap his mind around playing the role with any woman he
had now watched four men play with his mom.

Still, he didn’t mind Michelle’s company. Oh,
sure, she was argumentative and did have to have the last word in
any conversation, but she was witty and quick with a quip, thus
entertaining. She was a head-turner in the looks department. And
she was an animal in bed, as was he. Before knowing her, he thought
he knew most of what there was to know about sex, but she had
taught him a few new tricks. He had never asked where she learned
them, didn’t care. From the beginning of their affair he had
suspected he wasn’t her only sex partner, though he was certain she
would deny that.

For the six months they had been seeing each
other, he thought sex was what their relationship was about. The
L-word had never been uttered, nor had the C-word. Then, wham! Last
night, after more merlot than either of them needed, she brought up
children and family and insisted on a discussion. He felt as if he
had been ambushed. Marriage was the farthest thing from his mind.
And living in a suburb, even in a sub-division he had designed and
developed, held less appeal than watching a freight truck
unload.

He tried to be kind, tried to say gently that
if and when he chose a woman with whom he would spend the rest of
his life, one who would be the mother of his children, the same
woman would most likely be a stay-at-home mom. If he ever had a
family--and at age thirty-six, he had begun to wonder--no nanny or
babysitter would raise his kids.

Chauvinistic? Perhaps. He had been labeled as
such by the fairer sex more times than he could count and he had no
intention of changing. He had been reared by babysitters himself
while his parents pursued their respective careers. His mother was
a trial attorney who had usually shown more concern for her cases
than her family. His dad, a consulting petroleum engineer, traveled
the world.

He remembered the loneliness of being the
only kid with no parent present at a Pop Warner game, the
embarrassment of parent-teacher conference week with no parent
available to participate, being handed a hundred dollar bill and
told to choose his own athletic shoes because no one had time to
take him shopping.

Even now, he didn’t know exactly where on the
planet his parents might be. His dad could be somewhere in the
Middle East, or perhaps Indonesia. His mother, the last he had
heard, was in California, honeymooning with her fourth husband, no
doubt already arguing talking points with the poor bastard, just as
she had done with her first husband and her succeeding husbands.
And her son.

The previous evening still on his mind and
his conscience, he returned to the kitchen, poured a cup of Joe and
made his way to the master suite. Michelle had ended up in tears,
which was why he ended up spending the night at her apartment.
Leaving with her so upset felt too callous. No question, he was a
soft touch for a woman in tears.

He stayed over, then got the hell out early
this morning while she slept. Not the most chivalrous move he had
ever made, but, under the circumstances, the easiest and most
surgical. With a busy and exciting day ahead of him, he did
not--repeat, did not--want to be distracted by another session of
her weeping and him tactfully trying to explain that as far as he
was concerned, the feminist idea of a woman “having it all” was
hogwash.

He clicked on the TV as he strode through the
huge master bedroom on his way to the bathroom. The news came on
with headlines. Mortgage interest low, new home starts up. Good
news for a man who owed over a million dollars in mortgage debt and
had fifty spec homes on the ground in various stages of
completion.

Inside the bathroom, as he brushed his teeth
and shaved, he planned his day. This morning he would meet his
engineer, Brad England, at a new sub-division site he had bought at
a distress price fifty miles southwest of Fort Worth. The roughly
two thousand acres were incredibly beautiful, with gently rolling
hills, groves of hundred-year-old live oak trees and a huge stock
tank with the potential to be expanded into a small lake.

He and Brad were in the process of carving
and shaping the old ranch into ten-to-twenty-acre parcels. It would
become Rancho Casero, a sub-division and gated horse community.
There would be stables and an arena for playdays and cutting horse
events, a clubhouse and pool and a restaurant that would be planned
and operated by a chef well-known for his Tex-Mex cuisine. Buyers
were already migrating out of Fort Worth and Dallas and laying down
premium prices to own an elegant little piece of western style
country living.

His construction company, Terry Ledger Homes,
had already begun construction of upscale Santa Fe style houses in
which commuters and still more retiring baby-boomers would live.
The population of well-heeled retirees would patronize his
restaurant. His profit would be enormous. He knew all of this from
having already done it several times.

He entered his marble walk-in shower and
turned on the radio he kept on a shelf inside the shower. He
shampooed his hair while one part of his brain listened to local
news and weather and another part thought beyond his meeting with
his engineer. He would be finished by noon, then he would head west
to the most exciting real estate buy he had ever made. His
pragmatic persona shuddered at the gamble he had taken; his
risk-taker side, the one that lived to skydive or hang glide or
jetski at full throttle across a Texas lake at daylight, the one
that usually won out, cheered him on.

It was the risk-taker side that had made him
rich.

It was the risk-taker side that had been in
charge when, just four days ago, he had purchased a town in West
Texas, site unseen, on eBay.

Now, as he soaped and rinsed his body,
exhilaration thrummed within him. He could hardly wait to get to
his town. He had wanted to return to West Texas since his discharge
from the army. For several years, Ledger Ranches, a retirement
community on the order of Sun City, had been on the drawing board,
waiting for him to find just the right location. He believed his
quest had ended. Both desires could now be met. A hamlet with good
water and two hundred acres adjoining a cattle ranch on one side,
which, he had learned from one of his fellow Realtors in Odessa,
could be bought.

He stepped out of the shower less than
fifteen minutes later. Time was money. He rarely wasted either.
Finger combing and drying his hair in front of the vanity mirror,
something caught his eye. When had the hair at his temples turned
silver?

He stopped for a few seconds and looked
closer, noting the creases in his forehead, the crow’s feet fanning
from the corners of his eyes, the lines framing his mouth. He
clenched his jaw against one of his deepest dreads—growing old or
dying before he completed his many plans.

He shook his head, driving away the
disquieting thought.

He carried an extra toothbrush and
toothpaste, shampoo and shaving gear back to the bedroom and
stuffed them into a small nylon duffle. He pulled on clean jeans, a
long-sleeved knit shirt and his heavy biker boots, then crammed
half a dozen changes of socks and boxers, jeans and shirts, sweats,
his cowboy boots and his Nikes into the duffle. He was packed.

By the time the sky turned lavender, he stood
perusing the nearly bare shelves of his refrigerator. He pulled out
a Styrofoam takeout box and found half of a beef and bean burrito,
which he zapped for thirty seconds in the microwave. It tasted like
plywood, but he didn’t worry over little things like taste and
texture. Food was sustenance, nothing more. During survival
training in the army, he had eaten the unthinkable. He washed the
burrito down with coffee, quelling the empty feeling left in his
gut by too much vino last night.

As wine entered his thoughts for a second
time, another wave of conscience passed over him. On a sigh, he
called up his favorite downtown florist and ordered a spring
bouquet--roses would send the wrong message--to be delivered today
to Michelle at her office. He told the florist to include a note
saying, “Sorry I’m not the one. Terry.”

Then he was out the door. In the parking
garage, he donned his leathers and helmet, backed his Harley out of
its closeted slot, mounted up and roared out onto the street. By
sundown, he would be five hundred miles away in Agua Dulce,
Texas.

 



Chapter 3

 


Marisa came awake to a bedroom bright with
sunlight. The aroma of something cooking teased and tempted her. A
jolt of fear popped her eyes wide and she sprang from bed, nearly
falling from being not quite awake.

She stumbled to the kitchen in her sleeping
costume--boxer shorts and a Dallas Cowboys T-shirt--and saw Mama
sitting at the dining table. At least a dozen slices of toasted
bread, sans plate, stood in a stack on the tabletop. The bread
loaf’s plastic sack gaped open and the remaining untoasted slices
from the loaf were scattered across the kitchen counter.

“I didn’t mean to wake you,” Mama said,
munching on a toast slice, her blue eyes looking huge behind her
glasses lenses.

Marisa suppressed a groan. “That’s okay,
Mama. I’m sorry I didn’t wake up.”

Last night, unable to shut out the endless
parade of varying disasters that could result from the sale of Agua
Dulce, Marisa had lain awake for hours. “I didn’t drop off until
late. Is everything all right?”

“Oh, yes. I just made some toast.”

These days, having Mama in the kitchen alone
cooking anything, even toast, was an unacceptable risk. Every day
Marisa pondered if she should remove all cooking utensils from the
kitchen and disconnect the stove.

Her brow arched as she whipped herself into
wakefulness. A pain throbbed behind her eyes. “Lord, I’m late. I
hope no one’s showed up for breakfast.” She went to the coffee
grinder and fumbled through grinding beans, wincing at the noise
the grinder made. “Listen, Mama, I’m gonna get a shower, then run
over to the café and heat up the griddle. You’ll be okay here ’til
I can get back, right?”

“Oh, yes. I’ll get dressed and take a little
walk.”

“No!” The thought of Mama alone outside was
another of Marisa’s nightmares. In the vast expanse of unpopulated
desert that lay outside the singlewide’s walls, Mama could get lost
in nothing flat. Marisa switched on the coffee maker and lowered
her voice. “No, don’t walk, Mama. I’ll come back after breakfast
and we’ll take a walk together, okay?”

Her mother’s eyes teared and her chin
quivered. “If you say so, Marisa. I hope you don’t forget. I do
need my exercise.”

Shit. Now Marisa felt like a heel. Emotion so
close to the surface was part of Mama’s disease. It had taken some
getting used to because such displays were so out of character for
the mother Marisa used to know. “Look, you need to eat something
besides toast.” She pulled Cheerios from an upper cabinet. As the
coffee dripped, she prepared a bowl of cereal with canned peach
slices and set it in front of her mother. “Eat some cereal while I
take a quick shower, okay?” The coffee gurgled to a finish and
Marisa poured Mama a cup, then poured one for herself.

Carrying the coffee, Marisa padded to the
hall bathroom, which was barely big enough for a tub/shower combo,
a commode and a sink. The mobile home had a master suite of sorts
on one end, but Mama used that.

Marisa hurried through a shower and shampoo,
bumping her elbows on the fiberglass walls and vowing that when she
got rich, one of the first things she would have was a decent-sized
bathtub and shower.

She dried quickly and styled her hair. Cut to
a shoulder-length bob, it required nothing more than a hairbrush
and a few minutes with the dryer. She didn’t wear makeup, but this
morning, she rubbed a bit of cream from every jar on the bathroom
counter under her eyes. None of it seemed to lighten the dark
circles or shrink the puffy pouches.

She pulled on a Western style shirt--white,
with embroidered red roses and silky fringe hanging from arching
yokes across the front and back--and stuffed herself into clean
Rockies jeans. Through the belt loops, she slipped a Mexican
tooled-leather belt with conchos and a silver buckle the size of a
saucer. She pulled on cowboy boots and added some silver jewelry to
her earlobes and wrists. Marisa, Queen of the Cowgirls.

Though she could ride a horse and had been
around livestock growers most of her youth, she wasn’t a real
cowgirl. Not even close. But it was important to look like a
Westerner. In this part of Texas, near Langtry, where the legend of
Judge Roy Bean flourished, and not too far from Billy the Kid’s
haunt in New Mexico, the Wild West was what tourists expected to
see. Since those roaming visitors were her and Mama’s bread and
butter, Marisa would climb aboard a bucking bronc before she would
disappoint them. She even laughed at their lame jokes about her
being “Pecos Belle.”

When she returned to the kitchen, Mama had
finished eating and, thank God, forgotten about walking. Marisa
seated her in front of TV, then consumed another cup of coffee and
slid all of the bread and toast slices into a Ziploc bag.

She reminded her mother that she would be
back soon, then headed for Pecos Belle’s, carrying the toast slices
with her. When life hands you lemons, make lemonade, she told
herself. Only today, she would use the toast to make bread pudding.
Waste not, want not.

As she made a tour through the flea market
turning on lights, straightening displays, brushing away a speck of
dust here and there, unlocking the front door, the sunrise began to
brighten the large room. Early morning was the most peaceful part
of her day. She enjoyed being alone in the café with its silence
and its mix of spices and good food smells left over from the day
before.

She put two flavors of coffee on to brew in
the Bunn on the back counter across from the lunch counter, drew a
large empty pickle jar full water, added two giant teabags and set
it just outside the front door to steep.

Ready to begin work, she turned on the radio
to keep her company and heard a new tune with a good dancing beat.
She loved dancing--in that way, she was like Mama—but how long had
it been since she had dressed up and hit a honky-tonk?

In the tiny café kitchen, she turned on the
flame under the griddle, then set about measuring ingredients for
bread pudding. Back when she’d had a job as a professional cook,
her recipe for bread pudding had always been a favorite. She
usually used sourdough bread she baked herself, but today, toasted
store-bought white bread would have to do.

Soon, the delicious aroma of the baking
pudding surrounded her. Savoring the smells of butter and vanilla,
she hummed along with the radio as she cleaned and straightened the
back counter. A car engine sounded out front, then died. She
glanced across the flea market, out the display windows that took
up the whole front of the building, at a state trooper’s
black-and-white. She smiled inside.

Two minutes later the front door chimed and
the best part of her life strolled in. Keith Wood, or just Woody to
his friends. He had probably come for breakfast.In his
taupe-colored uniform and gray Stetson, he looked good enough to
be breakfast. She had a weakness for a man in uniform,
especially one who was lean and tanned, with mysterious dark eyes
and a slow, come-hither smile. She and Woody had been an item for
about a year and he still came by several times a week. The
good-looking sonofagun had touched every one of her secret places
and she usually couldn’t wait for him to do it again.

“Hiya, copper,” she said, eager to tell him
about the sale of Agua Dulce. Just a few weeks ago they had laughed
about the widow posting the town for sale and the odds against
someone ever being dumb enough to buy something like a town on
eBay.

He took a seat on one of the round stools
that fronted the lunch counter and she leaned across to kiss her
favorite Texas DPS trooper. He kissed back, but without the usual
enthusiasm. “Uh-oh,” she said, deferring her own news to listen to
what could be bothering him. “Don’t tell me. You’ve had a run-in
with some real bad guys.”

He shook his head and looked up at her with
serious eyes.

She braced herself on her forearms just
inches from his delicious lips. “Tell you what,” she said softly.
“I could lock the front door for a while. There’s clean sheets on
the bed and I know all sorts of remedies to take your mind off your
troubles.”

Growing up, she and her mother had lived in
the two-bedroom apartment in the back of the building. Mama hadn’t
bought the singlewide mobile home until after Marisa left home.
Many times, Marisa and Woody heated up the apartment bedroom that
had been Mama’s.

“Don’t I know it,” he said with a crooked
grin.

She could see in his eyes he wanted to follow
her back there. But she could also see it wasn’t going to happen
today. Something was really bothering him. She touched his lower
lip with her finger. “What is it, sugar?”

He lifted off his hat and set it on the
counter. “You got just a plain old-fashioned cup of coffee?”

She tucked back her chin and widened her eyes
in a display of mock surprise. “What, no
French-Columbian-Traditional-Campfire blend flavored with
vanilla?”

He snickered and she stepped away and poured
him a cup from the carafe labeled REGULAR.

“Smells good in here,” he said. “What’s
cooking?”

“Bread pudding. Comfort food. Be done in a
few minutes. Want some?”

He shook his head and lifted the mug to his
lips. After a long sip, he set the mug back on the counter. “I need
to talk to you, Marisa.”

She heard a solemnity in his tone and felt a
chill in the air that had nothing to do with air-conditioning. “You
know me, sugar. I’m always up for good conversation.” She set the
coffee carafe back oh its heating element, the news of the sale of
the town forgotten for now.

He stared into his mug without saying
anything, but in her head, Marisa heard Santa Anna’s trumpet
blowing “Degüello.”

Finally he looked toward the front door. “I
guess I’m getting married, Marisa.”

Marisa’s heart dropped to her shoes. On
scattered occasions she and Woody Wood had skirted the edges of
taking their relationship to the matrimony stage. She hadn’t
imagined that the union would include him, but not her. She
swallowed, but it didn’t help. Her tongue seemed to have stopped
working. “Oh?” was all she could push from her mouth.

He looked up with an expression so aggrieved
that uncertainty vanished. She had to glance away to keep from
bursting into tears. “Well, uh,” she said, fighting for dignity
when the very breath had been knocked from her lungs, “anybody I
know?”

“You know Nikki Warner over at Wink?”

Wink, Texas. If God ever decided to give the
earth an enema, if He missed Agua Dulce, He would stop at Wink.
Until she graduated from high school, twice a day, five days a
week, from September through May, for twelve long years, Marisa had
ridden the school bus an hour between Agua Dulce and Wink,
Texas.

But somehow, she had never met Nikki Warner.
“Uh, no. Can’t say that I do.”

“She’s, uh...preg--expecting.”

Santa Anna’s trumpet blew louder in Marisa’s
head. She stared at him, her eyeballs straining and gluing
themselves to his. He was starting to seem more like a stranger
with every passing minute. “And that’s your fault?”

He dodged her stare by looking at the front
door again.

As his non-answer sawed its way through her
heart, hot anger zoomed through her whole body. She wanted to slap
his face, she wanted to grab up the carafe of hot coffee and dump
it on his head, she wanted to dash into the kitchen, grab her
sharpest knife and whack off his dick. “So? What?” she said,
failing to control the tremble in her voice. “All this time you’ve
been traveling up and down the highway providing stud service?
Nikki in Wink on Tuesday, Marisa in Agua Dulce on Wednesday?
Someone in Pecos on Thursday?”

“No! It’s not like that. I--”

“Really, Woody? If it’s not like that, then
how the hell did Nikki in Wink get knocked up?”

“I don’t know.”

Marisa planted a fist on her hip. “Now that,
trooper, I don’t believe.”

“You know how I feel about you, Marisa.”

“No, I don’t think I do.”

He rubbed his eyes with his hand. “I have to
do my duty in this. We’re both Catholic. I don’t know what else to
say.”

Catholic? Okay, she would give him that. With
a Mexican mother, maybe he had been raised in that religion, but he
hadn’t been in a church since she met him. Her innate good sense
finally overcame paralyzing shock. “Well if you don’t know what to
say, I do. I think the word is good-bye.”

His eyes locked on hers with an anguished
expression. “Marisa—”

She stopped him by raising her palm and
turning her head. “Don’t Marisa me. You’re right. There’s nothing
more to say.” She spun on her heel, intending to walk away from the
counter, needing to remove him from her sight before she sank into
a hair-tearing, chest-beating fit.

“Marisa, I don’t want to lose our...our
friendship.”

His voice, soft and deep, halted her. God,
the afternoons and nights she had lain in bed and listened to that
voice speaking of the future, of feelings, whispering lusty
intentions in her ear.

He stood up. “I--I need our friendship,
Marisa. It means a lot to me. I thought we could—”

She leveled a glare of incredulity at him.
“No! The answer is no. Get out of my sight, Woody.”

Before her former lover could reply, the
front door chimed again and a couple strolled in. Unmistakable
tourists--tanned older man wearing a polo shirt, cargo shorts and
deck shoes, tanned older woman in Bermuda shorts, a tank top and
Keds. They stopped and looked at a display Marisa had created from
some 1940s cooking utensils. She walked away from Woody and struck
up a conversation with the total strangers about where they had
come from and where they were going.

Woody soon walked out, setting on his hat and
throwing a “be seeing you,” over his shoulder. Marisa ignored
him.

The couple, JimandMariefromOhio, on their way
to Roswell to visit the UFO museum, sauntered to the lunch counter
as if they had nothing to do but kill time. Inwardly, Marisa
sighed.

As they took a seat and plucked the yellow
laminated menu from between the napkin holder and the salt and
pepper shakers, Marisa glanced at Woody’s mug on the counter. He
had left a dollar beside it. She charged $1.25 for a cup of regular
coffee and he knew it. Bastard.

She caught a breath to halt her tears and
stuffed the dollar into her pocket, then carried the mug to the
kitchen and set it in the sink with a sharp clunk. She opened the
oven door and found the bread pudding overcooked and curdled. Shit.
She pulled it from the oven and set it in the sink, also, to be
flushed down the garbage disposal after it cooled. Drawing a deep
breath, she returned to the lunch counter and gave her undivided
attention to JimandMariefromOhio.

The retired couple put their heads together
and decided to try the homemade chicken salad sandwich. Marisa had
poached the chicken herself in a mixture of white wine and herbs,
then shredded it and added white grapes and pecans to the
traditional ingredients, along with her special dressing. It was
her own recipe and, like most customers who tried it, JimandMarie
thought it delicious. They stayed and talked for more than an hour,
for which she was grateful. If they hadn’t been present to keep her
mind and mouth busy, she might have broken down.

As they left, the locomotive clock began to
chug and whistle. She locked the front door, hung up the CLOSED
sign and tramped back to the singlewide, wishing for a girlfriend
who would lend a dry shoulder. But besides herself and Mama, only
one other female resided in Agua Dulce. Tanya Shepherd ran a beauty
salon and gift shop in the space next door to Pecos Belle’s.
Unfortunately, Tanya was out of town.

 



Chapter 4

When Marisa reached the trailer, Mama was
waiting for her, wearing her walking shoes and sitting primly in a
chair at the dining table. Her blue eyes glinted with life. Her
voice sounded stronger as she described something funny she had
seen on TV and she laughed at the appropriate time. Her mind seemed
clearer than it had been earlier.

Mama’s illness was such a puzzle. Sometimes
she would be so lucid Marisa and she could have an almost normal
conversation. Marisa often thought that if she could just recognize
the thing that triggered the spurt of normalcy, she could pass it
on to the doctor and maybe he could invent a solution.

As they talked about the need to get Mama
into Tanya’s shop for a hair-do, they ate a simple lunch of
leftovers--reheated baked chicken and steamed broccoli. After a
hamburger for supper and Cheerios for breakfast, Marisa wanted to
provide her mother with something healthy.

Marisa herself ate healthier these days. Back
when she was cooking in various fast food joints, convenience had
driven her to sample all that fried food, and thus, she had put on
weight. In the year that had passed since she came back to take
care of Mama, she had lost thirty pounds.

She also had been walking and jogging, more
to fight a deep-seated anger straining to escape

than out of any fierce dedication to physical
fitness. Sometimes she trekked as far as five miles

thinking and talking to herself about the
mysteries of life, before she realized how far she had traveled and
then she still had to turn around and walk back. She had worn out
three pairs of name-brand running shoes and her legs and butt
muscles had become as firm as when she was a kid. Her
thirty-four-year-old body looked better than when it was
twenty.

“I’m going to change clothes and we’ll take
that walk,” she told Mama after they finished lunch. She had her
mother swallow the handful of vitamins she fed her every day,
having read somewhere that some of the vitamins showed promise in
halting the progress of Alzeimer’s Disease.

Marisa changed from her cowgirl clothes to
sweats and Reeboks. She covered Mama’s head with a bonnet and her
own head with a bill cap. Then they strolled up the driveway toward
the XO ranch, engaged in a discussion of Lanny’s cows. Being able
to discuss Agua Dulce’s uncertain future or to cry her heart out to
Mama about Woody would be nice. But while Mama’s thinking appeared
to be slightly better, an in-depth conversation was impossible. An
empty discussion of Lanny’s cows was the best they could do.

Less than a mile later, they returned home
with Mama hot and exhausted. The spring sun and the low eighties
temperature were too much. In another month, the temperature would
be in the nineties and Mama’s walking days would be over until
winter came again.

Marisa poured her mother a glass of tea over
ice, helped her to the chair in front of TV, then went to the
bedroom to change clothes again. The jeans and cowboy boots she had
been wearing earlier held no appeal. Role-playing called for an
enthusiasm she couldn’t muster. She put on loose cotton slacks and
a gray T-shirt with bold white script saying, I’LL TRY TO BE NICER
IF YOU TRY TO BE SMARTER. The cranky statement matched her
mood.

She stamped to Pecos Belle’s, pissed off
again, at life, at men. She couldn’t deny she had felt that way
about men for years. Most of the time she fought it off, but since
returning to Agua Dulce and being reminded of her mother’s lonely
past, the anger hovered just under her skin like a mad dog waiting
to lunge and she couldn’t shake it. A good part of the time she
didn’t try. The emotion was a dichotomy she didn’t understand
because, in truth, she preferred the company of men to that of
women.

Back in the Pecos Belle’s kitchen, as her
focus zeroed in on Woody’s mug sitting in the sink and the bread
pudding she had let burn, the truth hit. In all likelihood, unless
she got arrested, she would never see Keith Wood again. Tears
welled up as she flushed the bread pudding down the disposal, but
she was forced to suppress them because three people showed up to
eat.

She kept her composure and ended up feeding
sandwiches and hamburgers to a dozen customers. They complimented
her on the food and after eating, they lingered, buying souvenirs
and some small antique pieces, ogling the dinosaur footprints and
the gorilla statue, petting the stuffed rattlesnake and fondling
every artifact and piece of junk in the flea market. She was glad
to see them go so she could get down to some serious self pity.

If no more customers came in, she would have
several hours to think and grieve over love lost.

He’s not worth a minute of your unhappiness,
an inner voice told her. In thirty-four years, haven’t you learned
a thing or two about men?

You bet, another voice answered. What she had
learned was that all it took to replace one was another one. And
before that unlikely occurrence, the best distraction was to throw
herself into challenging chores.

By six o’clock, she had cleaned the
soft-serve ice cream machine and polished the gray Formica back
counter and every object on it until everything shone. She had
mopped the black and white checkered floor all around the lunch
counter and the eating area with the heavy string mop, filling the
whole place with the fresh smell of Pine-Sol.

Finished with all of that, she had pinned
new, un-faded posters of giant hamburgers and sandwiches on the
wall above the back counter. After her neighbor Tanya, who was an
artist, said the wall looked blah, Marisa had painted it hot pink.
Now she routinely put up new posters and photographs the Pepsi Cola
truck driver seemed only too happy to supply for her, especially if
she wore a revealing shirt when she asked him.

As it had turned out, the hot pink walls
complemented the gray countertops and the black and white floor
tiles in the eating area. Together they gave the appearance of a
décor that had been planned rather than achieved accidentally.
Baby-boomer Elvis and James Dean fans loved it.

The dying sun beamed amber through the front
windows into the flea market, the rays reaching all the way back to
the café and casting everything in soft gold. Marisa called it a
day and began wiping down the tables, thinking ahead about a
soothing bath after Mama ate supper and after every chore was done.
In Mama’s more coherent days, she used to say there was always a
blessing. Marisa just had to remember to look for it.

Marisa had just finished wiping down the
lunch counter when the front door opened and a lone guy came in, a
motorcycle helmet tucked under one arm. He halted just inside the
doorway and peeled off his sunglasses, the black aviator type with
mirrored lenses. She glanced through the plate-glass display window
into the darkening color of late afternoon and saw a black
Harley-Davidson parked out front. She hoped he hadn’t come for
supper.

The newcomer stood a moment, surveying the
room, wall to wall, ceiling to floor. Was he casing the joint?
Though she tried not to let robbery enter her mind, the possibility
was ever present in the back of her consciousness. With no agent of
law enforcement stationed closer than Wink, Pecos Belle’s was a
good bet for a thief who had no way of knowing how sorely
disappointed he would be with the loot.

After a few seconds, the stranger in his
heavy boots clumped over to the jukebox standing against the wall.
The thing was a Seeburg, manufactured in 1954, the kind that had
once been placed in restaurants and diners. It wasn’t a cherry, but
whoever refurbished it had done a decent job. It had a $3,000 price
tag and if this guy wanted to buy it, Marisa would figure out a way
to strap it onto that Harley.

She dropped her dishtowel on the drainboard
under the lunch counter and dried her hands. “Help you with
something?”

He was now bent over the jukebox, engaged in
a more thorough examination. “This thing work?”

His baritone voice carried across the room,
as rich as if it had come from the jukebox speakers.

“Sure,” she answered. “I play it all the
time.”

Thinking about what she could do with $3,000
generated a spike of energy. She made her way through an assortment
of vintage name-brand signs and a set of turquoise plastic patio
chairs and finally reached the juke box. She pushed its plug into
the wall outlet behind it and, to her relief, the old thing lit up
like brand-new.

She straightened, but still had to tilt back
her head to look the stranger in the face. Being five-feet-eight,
she could look many men in the eye, so this stranger was taller
than average. He looked like Mel Gibson, his eyes long-lashed and
blue as the desert sky. The eyes held an intensity, like they could
penetrate concrete, but with a fan of laugh lines at the corners,
they looked friendly. Mel Gibson eyes. No doubt about it. “Uh, you
have to put quarters in it,” she said.

A slow smile eased across his mouth as he
looked right back at her and dug in the pocket of his tight Levi’s.
S-E-X lit up like an aura around him. He had it, that mysterious
allure she had always been able to spot in a man the instant she
met him. He liked who he was and was comfortable with the fit of
his skin. A feeling she couldn’t describe slithered through
her.

He came up with a quarter and dropped it into
the coin slot. As he made a selection she noticed his hands. Agile
fingers and clean short nails. Masculine hands, but not those of a
laborer. After a whirr and a series of clicks, orchestra music
swelled as if Pecos Belle’s were a concert hall. Frank Sinatra
broke into “All the Way.”

“What’s on the menu?” he asked.

“Uh, anything you want, I guess, so long as
it’s a sandwich or a burger. The daily special’s all gone. We’ve
got a menu you can look at. Oh, and breakfast. I serve breakfast
all day. You know, bacon or sausage and eggs....and toast.”

“Coffee?”

She smiled, feeling like an empty headed
loon. “Now that we’ve always got plenty of. Better’n
Starbucks.”

He smiled, too, and it warmed her to the
soles of her running shoes. He had defined lips and perfect
teeth.

“Great,” he said. “Let’s have some. Where’s
that menu?”

She led him back to the lunch counter, his
boots clump-clump-clumping on the tile floor. She plucked a menu
from between a napkin holder and a sugar dispenser and handed it
over. “You can have anything on it. Only takes me a few minutes to
cook a fresh hamburger. We’re well-known around the area for our
burgers. We use real meat.”

He smiled again. Those intense eyes continued
to bore into her. “Great. As opposed to what?”

“That artificial stuff,” she answered,
resisting the urge to straighten her clothing. “I grind it myself,
out of sirloin. No fillers, no enrichers.”

He placed his helmet and sunglasses on the
counter, then removed his leather jacket, folded it and laid it on
a stool. He was wearing a henley waffle-weave shirt in a color that
almost matched his blue eyes. He pushed up the sleeves, showing
sinewy forearms, then combed his fingers through his short brown
hair that had been disheveled by his helmet. She found herself
looking for a wedding band, but she didn’t see one.

Dope, she chided herself. Just because
a guy wore no wedding ring didn’t mean he wasn’t married. On the
other hand, a married man didn’t usually look like a movie star and
roar around an isolated part of Texas on a big Harley. She turned
her back on all that animal magnetism and reached for a mug and the
coffee carafe. “Which kind do you want?”

“A burger’ll be great.”

Jeez, was everything great with this guy?
Even as sexy as he was, her earlier encounter with Woody still had
her short on patience with men, especially when what she really
wanted was to just go home and wallow in her misery. She set the
mug on the counter in front of him and poured it full, then tapped
her fingernail on the menu that listed eight different styles of
hamburgers. “Which kind?”

He scanned the menu. “Bacon cheeseburger
sounds good.”

“You got it.” She whisked back to the
kitchen. Miss Competence.

Hearing his footsteps again, she peeked
through the kitchen doorway. He had gone back to the front of the
flea market and was looking out the display windows. Was someone
chasing him or what? He seemed to be staring at Mr. Patel’s service
station across the highway.

Well, whatever he was doing, was it any of
her business?

With a mental sigh, she plopped a hamburger
patty onto the hot griddle along with three slices of pepper bacon.
As everything sizzled, she began opening doors, dragging out
foodstuffs. She found a slice of apple pie she had wrapped and
saved for Woody, but hadn’t given to him. The sight of it triggered
emotion she had suppressed all day. Suddenly powerless to keep the
tears locked inside, she began to cry in great, hiccupping gulps
and couldn’t stop.

The next thing she knew, the customer was
beside her inside the shoebox of a kitchen. “Hey, hey,” he said
softly, “it can’t be as bad as all that.”

“Yes, it can,” she blurted out on a sob.
Then, remembering the sputtering hamburger patty, she flipped it
over and wiped her eyes on her wrist. “I’m okay, now. Something
just got the best of me for a minute.”

“Nice kitchen,” he said, looking around.
“It’s...well, tiny.”

He stood so close she could see the pulse at
the base of his throat. “It’s not my dream kitchen,” she said on a
sniffle, “but I’ve cooked in worse. At least it’s easy to keep
clean. Look, you shouldn’t be in here. I’d appreciate it if you
went back to the other side of the counter.”

“Come with me?” he said.

She frowned. “Where? To the lunch
counter?”

His white smile lit up the kitchen like a
bright light. “Keep me company while I eat?”

“Look, I’m okay. You don’t have to—”

“I hate eating alone.”

She didn’t believe him. This guy had lone
wolf written all over him and eating alone had to be the norm for
him. On the other hand, she couldn’t imagine that anyone who looked
so delectable ever had to eat alone. Still, she wiped her eyes on
the back of her wrist and said, “Let me finish up. I’ll bring it
out and sit for a minute, okay?”

Holding her gaze, he pointed a finger at her
nose. “I’ll be waiting.”

She would bet her last nickel few women kept
him waiting.

After he left the kitchen, she sneaked into
the apartment bathroom and splashed cold water on her face. A
notebook sized mirror covered the front of the medicine cabinet. As
she looked into it, she was sure she had seen herself looking
worse, but couldn’t remember when. “To hell with it,” she mumbled
at her image. “He’s just a man, right?” She blew her nose, ran a
brush through her hair, then washed her hands and returned to the
kitchen.

Though there wasn’t much to be done for her
appearance after the day she’d had, she did put extra effort into
making his hamburger as good as she knew how--meat cooked to a
perfect medium rare, bacon fried to just the right degree of
doneness, vegetables clean and crisp. She added an extra slice of
cheese and a side dish of special dressing, which was a modified
Thousand Island she made from scratch. She even placed the finished
burger on a white crockery plate rather than inside a plastic
basket and added a handful of potato chips, showing gratitude for
the care he had shown her.

On the way to where he sat at the counter,
she picked up the coffee carafe and an extra mug for herself and
forced a smile.

“Like your shirt,” he said, flashing a grin.
“How smart does a man have to be?”

“What?” Having forgotten what she was
wearing, she glanced down and saw the declaration across her boobs,
I’LL TRY TO BE NICER IF YOU TRY TO BE SMARTER.

His eyes held a teasing glint as he patted
the stool beside him. She filled her mug, uncertain if she wanted
to be teased into cheeriness or if she wanted to keep her pity
party going for a while. Still, she couldn’t tell him no. She
skirted the end of the lunch counter and sat down beside him.
Feeling a new tear coming, she touched the inside corner of her eye
with her fingertip.

He lifted the top bun half off his burger and
spooned on the dressing, behaving as if he didn’t notice her wipe
away a tear. But he saw. This dude wouldn’t miss anything.

“So what’s making a pretty girl like you
cry?” he asked without looking at her.

Unused to discussing her problems with the
café’s customers, she hesitated. But then, what difference would it
make if she told him? She had no one else to talk to and she would
never see this character again, which might cause her some regret
if she were in better spirits.

“Sometimes your world just falls apart, you
know? Yesterday, I hear somebody’s bought this building and even
the whole damn town and I have no clue who.” She lifted the mug and
sipped. “Then today I find out my man’s done me wrong.”

She would have added, and my mother’s dying,
but she hadn’t yet been able to say those words aloud.

He didn’t remark right away, but bit into his
burger. “Lover’s quarrel?” he asked, chewing.

“Goes a little further than a quarrel. I
think it’s more a scorched earth retreat.”

He swallowed and sipped his coffee. “Good
hamburger.”

“Thanks.”

“So he cheated a little, huh?” He set down
his cup and took another bite.

“Understatement.”

“Cheated a lot?”

She puffed out a sarcastic laugh. “He got
another woman pregnant. I think that qualifies as a lot.”

He stopped chewing and those blue, blue eyes
shot her a sober look across his shoulder. “You don’t say.”

Speaking the truth was almost more than she
could bear and the tears came double time, so many she couldn’t
catch them before they fell. She turned her head and stood up,
intending to escape into the kitchen.

His hand wrapped around her forearm and she
could feel the strength in his grip. “Wait,” he said, and stood up,
too. “C’mon.” The jukebox had stopped playing, but he tugged her to
the front of it, dropped in another quarter and played the same
Sinatra song, “All the Way.” “You dance?”

She managed a don’t-be-dumb look. He smiled
that killer smile, drew her into a dance position and began to
maneuver her around the floor. With his heavy biker boots, his feet
moved like concrete blocks, but his arm around her waist felt like
the most natural thing in the world and she fought herself to
resist wrapping both arms around his neck.

“Listen to the words in this song,” he
murmured, “especially the first part.”

She knew the words. The song may have been
popular before she was born, but in the hours of solitude that
sometimes dragged by in Pecos Belle’s, she tired of the radio, so
she played the old juke box. The poetic words reminded her that
Woody had never loved her all the way and in the deepest part of
her, she had known that all along. Maybe she hadn’t loved him that
way, either. “This is an old song,” she said with a big sniff. “How
do you know the words?”

“I like music. And I dig Sinatra.”

She sniffed again.

“It’s okay,” he said softly, pulling her
closer. “Everybody needs a good cry sometimes. Just go ahead.”

“But your shirt,” she blubbered.

“Just go ahead and cry,” he repeated.

So she did, dampening the front of his shirt
and his handkerchief. Unusual that he had a handkerchief. With the
exception of Lanny Winegardner, most men didn’t carry them these
days.

As she took comfort in the strength of his
arms and body, the firmness of his muscled chest, his cheek against
her hair, soon her tears subsided, leaving her with a stuffy nose.
Still, she couldn’t miss his scent. The masculine mix of soap and
water and musky cologne seeped clear into the marrow of her bones.
She read somewhere once that smell was the oldest and most profound
of the senses. She knew she would never forget how this stranger
smelled or how his arms around her felt at this moment.

After a while, she told him she had to lock
up and check on her mother. He said he would take the remainder of
the burger with him and she wrapped it in a foil to-go package.
When he started to pay, she refused his money. The price of a
hamburger was cheap therapy.

He roared away on his big black bike without
telling her his name and she hadn’t told him hers. She didn’t even
feel embarrassed for breaking down in his presence. He was a
stranger and she would never see him again.

 



Chapter 5

 


By nine o’clock, Marisa had finished the
nightly ritual of helping her mother bathe, swallow her pills and
get into bed. The nighttime silence hung around her like a heavy
black cape. With no one to talk to, it was easy to feel restless
and down in the dumps. She could think of no one to call for a
time-consuming chat. In the world she left behind when she came
here, she’d had acquaintances, though few friends. She had lost
touch with them months back.

If she went to bed now, she wouldn’t sleep.
Lying alone in the dark would only give rise to dark thoughts,
which were already blacker than the bottom of a mineshaft.

She kept a stack of crossword puzzle books in
the dining-area hutch, but tonight she couldn’t make herself sit in
the quiet and play with words. TV’s offering promised to only
depress her more. The walls of the fourteen foot wide mobile home
seemed to be closing in on her, so she opted for the great
outdoors.

A wooden deck spanned half the length of the
trailer and a pair of aged oak rocking chairs sat near the front
door. Before going out, she switched on the front porch light and
checked for a rattlesnake. April might be early for them to be out,
but it wasn’t impossible. With her luck, one could be passing by
and seeking heat on the planks of the wooden deck that had been
warmed by the sun all day.

Satisfied no viper awaited her, she slipped
into a coat, turned off the porch light and went outside, into the
night’s embrace. Technically, it was spring, but Agua Dulce lay on
the eastern shoulders of the Rocky Mountains at an elevation of
three thousand feet. The nighttime temperatures dropped into the
low fifties and would for a few more weeks.

A zillion stars hung against the clear,
velvet-black sky and a three-quarter moon washed the landscape with
silver. Marisa plopped into one of the rocking chairs, staring up
at the moon’s oval

shape and ethereal color and thinking that
nothing but that lunar surface could be more silent than this part
of Texas at night. In a town of ten people, clustered in the
western reaches of a huge county with a total population of
ninety-seven, only coyotes and a few desperate crickets made night
noises. Even the highway was quiet and dark after nine o’clock.

As a child, she had been frightened by the
vastness of the silence and the density of the utter darkness. As a
teenager, she had been bored by the desert ambience. Tonight, even
with her heart heavy and her future bleak, she wondered how she had
lived away from Agua Dulce for fifteen years. This arid, remote
corner of Texas was the only place that felt like home. And, God
help her, she found comfort in the isolation that had shaped her
childhood.

She clicked on the radio anchoring a TV tray
beside the chair and tuned in on a Vince Gill song. “Someday.” A
song of loneliness, yet hope that someday the right one would come
along. Boy, could she relate. Vince’s fine tenor voice in the
chilly dark air seemed to crystallize all the wretchedness that
simmered inside her and she pondered why had she never been able to
hang onto a long-lasting relationship with the opposite sex. Woody
was just one more example of her rotten history with men.

A couple of years before coming back to Agua
Dulce she had been engaged. Her intended’s company had worn thin as
he became increasingly content to let her pay the bills. The
infamous last straw had come when he used her MasterCard without
her knowledge and bought a Jet Ski. She had spent two years paying
off the balance, faithfully sending a money order every month.

And it was a good thing the payoff had taken
no more time than that, because she sure couldn’t afford to make
payments on a credit card balance now.

She had not once anticipated her present
circumstances. At eighteen, she had left home for Dallas, full of
ambition to earn a degree in culinary arts. Her dream was to be
hired as a sous-chef in an upscale metropolitan restaurant or one
of the big hotels in Dallas or Fort Worth and eventually work her
way up to executive chef. She had even considered becoming a master
baker. She was good.

Then things happened. Plans failed to gain
traction. Out of money, she dropped out of school and drifted from
cooking in one fried food joint to the next, going nowhere,
accomplishing nothing, barely making ends meet.

And now she had returned to where she
began.

Agua Dulce. English translation: Sweet Water.
This place’s reason to exist was a single water well of unknown
depth and volume that produced cold, sweet drinking water, a rarity
in West Texas.

Not far from where she sat, visible in
silhouette, stood the flat-roofed, pumice-stone building that
protected the precious well. And not far from that stood the huge
round tank that stored water for the use of all Agua Dulcians. Just
after World War II, so the story went, a promoter from the East had
the well drilled at great cost, hoping to establish a real town and
make a fortune in a land sales scheme. She wondered if he knew he
had drilled for the wrong commodity. In those days the fortune to
be made from holes in the ground in West Texas was from crude oil.
The modern-day testimony to that fact was more than six hundred oil
wells in Cabell County.

She stopped her mental wandering. What was
she doing musing over geology and geography? She had enough that
was closer to home to worry about.

As Vince finished on a blue note, she heard
the crunch of footsteps and peered out into the night. She
recognized Bob Nichols approaching, bundled up in a safari coat,
his bushy white hair and beard appearing to glow fluorescent in the
moonlight.

“Good evening, Marisa,” he said softly as he
stepped up onto the deck.

Bob always spoke formally and barely above a
whisper, as if he feared he might disturb the measureless desert
quiet. He had lived in Agua Dulce for at least twenty years. She
remembered when he came. He owned and operated the Starlight Inn, a
ten-unit motel that was a hodgepodge of mobile homes and concrete
block buildings ranging from ten to fifty years old.

“Hi, Bob,” was all she answered, not really
wanting to encourage conversation or a visit.

“How is your mother this evening?”

“She had a good day, I think. Her mind seemed
to be working better.”

He nodded. “Ah.” He came to where she sat,
carrying an Albertson’s Bakery sack. “I brought her a treat. I went
in today.” He handed over the white paper sack.

He meant he had gone to Odessa or maybe
Midland, where all Agua Dulce citizens went for shopping or doctor
visits or other necessities. To Marisa, the trip to Odessa or
Midland, where she had lived and worked at Denny’s for a time, was
a chance to mingle among other human beings--to see the bright
lights, so to speak. To a recluse like Bob Nichols, the trip was a
trauma. She looked into the sack. Doughnuts and sweet rolls. “Hey,
thanks. She loves these.” She set the sack on the TV tray and
turned down the radio’s volume. “Did you have a good trip?”

He shook his head and sank into the other
rocking chair.

“Do you have customers tonight?” She asked
mostly because his having guests in the motel usually meant
breakfast business in Pecos Belle’s. He raised seven fingers.
“Seven? Hey, that’s good for April, right?”

The months between tourist seasons were lean,
April being one of the leanest. With school still in session, no
families traveled the highway and the snowbirds who had come south
to escape the snow and ice of the northern climes were heading
home.

He nodded and sighed.

“Where they from?”

“The North mostly.” In Bob-speak, that meant
anywhere north of Amarillo. “Except for a biker. He came from Fort
Worth, I believe he said.”

So the guy on whose shoulder she had cried
was spending the night. An inexplicable flicker of interest flared.
“A biker?”

“Not a real biker. Not a Hell’s Angel or
anything. He does have a very nice Harley-Davidson, though.”

This time, it was Marisa who nodded and said,
“Ah,” wondering if he would show up for breakfast in the café.

“Marisa,” Bob said, and she could hear an
almost indiscernible tremor in the way he said her name. “Have you
heard the news?”

Here it comes, she thought. A conversation
she wasn’t up for. “You mean about the town selling?”

“I’m very worried. If things start happening
here, I fear they won’t come.”

They were visitors from outer space. Marisa
couldn’t see Bob’s eyes in the dark, but she had seen them light up
often enough in the daylight when he talked about They and Them. In
a different way, he was as far out of touch with reality as Mama.
To his credit, she believed him to be just as harmless. “Before we
get all excited and worried, Bob, let’s wait and see what
happens.”

“I’ve worked so hard and for so long, Marisa.
We shouldn’t discourage them. There are signs. Very positive signs.
Sounds. Coded messages. I know they want to come, but I suspect
they fear they won’t be welcomed.”

Marisa couldn’t imagine what kind of
communication he had going on with Them. He had never said exactly
from where They beamed in, but in the doublewide mobile home where
he lived, it appeared to her he had radio equipment sophisticated
enough to communicate with Pluto.

He looked toward something neither of them
could see in the dark, but both knew was there—a level, football
field-size concrete slab, surrounded by boulders the size of a car
and on one side, several tiers of seating made from slabs of
limestone.

The thing was located in Lanny Winegardner’s
pasture that butted up to the far side of Bob’s motel. Lanny had
often said that when he gave permission for the construction of the
UFO landing pad, he had no idea what a monstrosity Bob would
create. With the occasional help of a hired backhoe or a CAT out of
Pecos or Kermit, but mostly single-handedly, Bob had toiled at
building the landing pad ever since he came to Agua Dulce. He had
even built a chain link fence around it, shutting out Winegardner
cattle.

Just as the rancher hadn’t anticipated the
size of Bob’s endeavor, he hadn’t counted on the groups as
outlandish in dress and behavior as Bob who came and sat on the
limestone seats for meetings. Even so, none of it appeared to be of
great concern to Lanny. When a man owned as much land as his XO
Ranch encompassed, losing the use of a little square of it wasn’t
that big a deal. If she had ever met a man who truly championed a
“live-and-let-live” philosophy, it was Lanny.

Marisa couldn’t imagine how much the landing
pad had cost. Tonight as she and Bob stared toward it together, she
wondered again from where his seemingly unlimited supply of money
came. To this day, his background was a mystery. All she really
knew about him was that he was kind to her mother.

“Ben’s drinking,” he said.

Ho-hum. What else was new? Now she knew why
Ben Seagrave hadn’t been in to have coffee and pass on words of
wisdom in recent days. Ben, a binge drinker, was Agua Dulce’s very
own alcoholic sage. He had traveled between Nashville and Agua
Dulce for as long as Marisa could remember. He leased a mobile home
in the Sweet Water RV Village, within walking distance of Pecos
Belle’s. Marisa was constantly amazed that he had written the
lyrics and composed the music to many beautiful and well-known
ballads. The royalties provided his income.

“How long?” she asked.

“Several days now, maybe a week. I spoke to
him about stopping, but he gets so testy when I try to counsel him.
I tried to make him understand that in light of what’s happened,
all of us need to be clearheaded.”

If Marisa hadn’t felt so sad, she might have
laughed aloud at that statement. As far as she knew, there wasn’t a
clearheaded human being in town--including herself.

“I suggested he wean himself off whiskey and
go to beer,” Bob went on. “He’d sober up faster that way, you
know.”

No, she didn’t know. She rarely drank hard
liquor. What she did know was that it took almost nothing to set
Ben off on a drinking spree and as he had gotten older, he had
gotten worse. No doubt hearing about the sale of the town and the
home where he lived totally un-bothered and un-pressured had been
enough. And as for Bob persuading him to do anything, Bob might as
well forget it. Except to a few people, Ben was downright rude.
“That was probably a waste of your

time, Bob.”

“I know, but I felt obligated. He is one of
us. He says tangential influences drove him to whiskey this time.
He’s waiting for the click in his head. He says he’ll stop when he
hears it.”

Marisa had no idea what Bob had just said,
but she refused to give a glut of credence to a conversation with a
man awaiting the arrival of aliens from outer space.

She felt helpless as a babe to deal with the
Agua Dulce citizens who surrounded her. How had her mother done it
for so many years, shepherded this odd collection of eccentrics?
Drop-outs were all Marisa could think to call them, people who
weren’t dumb, but for some reason couldn’t quite make it in the big
world. Like children, they had looked to Mama for wisdom, for
guidance. Now, with their captain losing her mind, every time
Marisa turned around, they were looking to her to replace her
mother and right their ship.

“Hm. Well for his sake, I hope it’s
soon.”

“Marisa, will you be speaking to the new
owner?”

“I don’t know. I hope so. I’m sure he’ll
contact us sooner or later.”

He nodded. “You will speak for our
interests?”

Leaning on her elbow, she put her thumb in
her mouth and bit down on the nail. What did he have to worry
about? Unlike her and Mama, he owned his motel. Pecos Belle’s
Emporium and Eats, however, was a tenant of the town’s owner,
whoever that might be. If the new landlord told her and Mama to
pack up and move, there would be no choice. That thought brought on
an onslaught of problems and decisions she was in no shape to face
tonight. “Of course I will, Bob.”

He nodded again.

They sat in silence for a while, rocking and
looking toward the heavens. In Bob’s company, she couldn’t keep
from wondering if They really were up there somewhere, looking
back.

Eventually Bob stood up and said goodnight.
He walked off into the moonlight, weaving through the cacti, sparse
desert shrubs and fragile range grass that were making a pathetic
effort to grow in the sand and rocks. She called after him to watch
out for snakes.

 



Chapter 6

 


Marisa’s digital clock showed 4:45 in neon
red. She had survived another night. With a silent groan she rolled
over in bed and buried her face in her pillow. In the fog of
half-sleep, the name Nikki Warner, the pregnant Nikki Warner, rose
in her mind. How long had Woody been seeing her and was she the
only one? As much as Marisa hated losing Woody, she hated being
made a fool even more.

She flopped to her back and lay staring at
the still ceiling fan in the gray morning light, considering the
cruelty of fate. She and Woody had never even discussed kids and
what might happen if one came along unexpectedly. His priority had
always been his career and moving up in the Department of Safety.
He even had visions of becoming a Texas Ranger. For him, she had
been so cautious to avoid pregnancy.

The irony was as painful as a hard kick. Most
of her life she had wanted a family. And friends. Growing up, the
loneliness of being an only child, of living in an isolated place
with no other children of any age, no parent except her mother and
no more than infrequent contacts with her two aunts had almost
overwhelmed her at times. She had told herself that someday she
would meet a wonderful man and have a dozen kids who would never be
lonely because they would have each other.

Sheer fantasy.

Now, she was thirty-four, her biological
clock was ticking off time faster than an Olympian sprinter and
someday wasn’t even on the horizon.

Wide awake now, she sat up on the edge of the
mattress and pushed the hair out of her face. She shifted her
thoughts and ran through a mental list of things to look forward
to, forcing her attention to the most important one--staying strong
for her mother who desperately needed her.

And would need her and need her and need her,
for an unknown span of time. Amen. The duration of Mama’s illness
was an unknown. The doctors had said she could linger another ten
or twelve years.

Another ten or twelve years...where?...And
with Marisa doing what to support them?

Until a few days ago, Marisa had assumed that
she would live here in Agua Dulce for the rest of her mother’s
life, eking out a meager living for the two of them from the flea
market and cafe. Now the sale of the town could change everything
in such a dramatic way Marisa couldn’t channel her thoughts toward
what to do next.

She heard no shuffling footsteps, no
clattering dishes, so Mama was still in bed. Since Marisa didn’t
open the café until 7:00 at this time of year, there was time for a
short run before the heat rose. She forced herself to her feet and
went to the bathroom where she got into sweats and running shoes.
Forty-five minutes and a quart of sweat later, she had showered and
was selecting clothing. Another day, another cowgirl suit. Today it
was Rockies jeans and a pink T-shirt with a Cruel Girl logo
accented with silver nail heads across the front.

Then she was in the kitchen, cooking bacon
and eggs. Mama came in wearing her nightgown.

“Morning,” Marisa said, glancing at her
mother’s feet. She was wearing two different shoes. Shoes were
always an issue with Mama. More than once Marisa had discovered her
wearing them in bed. “Want some coffee?”

Her mother didn’t answer. Instead, she went
to a cabinet drawer, yanked it open, rummaged inside it with jerky
movements and came up with an apron. “I have to clean today.” She
tied the apron on, her teeth clenched, her lips drawn tight.
“Rosemary’s coming and you know how she is. She’ll
inspect...everything.”

Mama might work at cleaning, but it would be
with nothing more than clear water. Months back, Marisa had
transferred all cleaning products out of the mobile home to the
café apartment. Walking in and seeing her mother eating something
sprinkled with Comet cleanser was more than Marisa wanted to deal
with.

The emphasis on the word inspect told Marisa
Mama was angry. She and her older sister hadn’t gotten along for
years. For as long as Marisa could remember, Aunt Rosemary had
never failed to remind her younger sister how foolishly she lived
her life. Now that Mama could no longer think or argue, Aunt
Rosemary rarely even came to visit, let alone squabble, with her
dying sister.

Hearing Mama make such positive, rational
statements always threw Marisa a curve. She never could be sure if
her mother and her aunt had had a real conversation or if another
of those errant figments of Mama’s broken imagination had taken
over. “Who told you she was coming?”

“Lanny. Yesterday at his house we talked
about it.”

They hadn’t seen Lanny Winegardner yesterday
nor had they gone to his house. All they had done was walk on his
road and talk to each other about his cows. Marisa dismissed the
possibility of her Aunt Rosemary’s visit.

Mama closed her eyes and the corners of her
mouth tipped up in a dreamy smile. “That Lanny. He’s sweet on me.
Clyde’s sooo jealous.”

One more fleeting figment of broken
imagination. Lanny had never been sweet on Mama. Indeed they had
been friends, just as Mama had been friends with Bob and Ben and
Mr. Patel. Clyde Campbell, oil man from Midland and Agua Dulce’s
former owner, was another story. Her mother’s relationship with
that arrogant asshole was a subject Marisa didn’t discuss. Where
Clyde Campbell was concerned, she felt the same as her Aunt
Rosemary. The jerk had dropped dead from a heart attack five years
earlier. “Well, we won’t worry about Clyde. I heard he’s out of
town and won’t be back for a while.”

“He’d better be careful going off without
telling me. I just might take up with Lanny.”

With that, Mama left the kitchen. Marisa
exhaled a great breath. Today was going to be another one of those
days.

Marisa followed her charge into the bedroom.
It made her too sad to return from the café and see Mama with her
clothes on backward, so she said, “Let me help you get
dressed.”

She took a pair of clean slacks and a blouse
from the closet and helped Mama out of her nightgown, exposing her
pale skin and shriveled breasts. “Bob had guests in the motel last
night,” Marisa said, stretching underpants for her mother to step
into. “They might want breakfast. Soon as we eat, I need to get
over to the café to be ready.” She picked up her mother’s bra.

“Have They come yet?” Mama held out
her arms so Marisa could slide the bra on.

They again. There was no telling how
many hundred off-the-wall conversations Mama and Bob Nichols had
had over the years about Area 51 up by Roswell and government
secrets and aliens from outer space.

“Any day now,” Marisa said, turning her
mother around and hooking the bra.

“That Bob. He’s sweet on me. He’s going to
take me to meet Them when They come. He’s been on one
of Their ships.”

Marisa rolled her eyes to the ceiling. God,
she needed to get away, just for a few hours, an afternoon. What
she wouldn’t give for an afternoon in the mall in Midland where
people seemed to be rational and function normally.

****

Tanya Shepherd sat the lunch counter, a
be-ringed finger hooked into the handle of a mug of Cowboy
Breakfast Blend. “Things always happen when I’m out of town,” she
said. “If Jake hadn’t run into Gordon Tubbs, I wouldn’t even have
known the town got sold.”

“Goes to show you should stay home,” Marisa
said.

“I wonder what it’ll mean to my shops.”

The question resounded like an echo of the
one that had been going on in Marisa’s head for nearly a week.
“Hell if I know,” she replied.

The shops in question--a beauty salon called
Tanya’s Tangles and a gift shop named Art of the West
Museum--shared the building with Pecos Belle’s. The beauty shop did
a decent business during vacation season when campers stopped off
at Sweet Water RV & Mobile Home Village. In addition to the
traveling drop-ins, Tanya advertised herself as a “color
specialist” and a few patrons drove all the way from Odessa to have
her color and cut their hair.

In Art of the West Museum Tanya sold
beautiful Southwest-style jewelry she designed and made herself
from semi-precious stones. She also displayed her own drawings and
oil paintings of the area landscape.

Now, Marisa examined a pair of beaded leather
mules Tanya had brought Mama from Ruidoso. The hairdresser never
failed to think of Mama. “These should fit,” Marisa said.

Tanya took a drag off a long, slim cigarette
and blew out a stream of smoke. “How’s Raylene doing?”

“About the same,” Marisa said. “A few days
ago, I overslept and she toasted a whole loaf of bread.”

“That’s not good.” Tanya’s head slowly shook
as she tapped ash from the end of her cigarette. “I miss how
Raylene used to be. She was always there for me. She helped me a
lot.” Tanya and Mama had had a relationship for years before
Marisa’s return. Knowing Mama, she had treated Tanya like a
daughter.

“I know. That’s the way she was before...”
Marisa stopped herself. Nothing more needed to be said to someone
who had watched Mama’s mind drift away for years. “Did y’all win
any money in the casino?”

“Nah. I mostly went shopping and toured the
art galleries.”

“Oh? You took some paintings to show them?”
Marisa thought her neighbor a wonderful artist. She hadn’t
appreciated how much true beauty existed in Agua Dulce’s desert
landscape until seeing Tanya’s paintings,

“I’m almost afraid to. They’ve got work from
some big-name artists and I’m nobody. Jake says my paintings look
as good as theirs, but what does he know? He’s a cowboy.”

Marisa glanced at Tanya’s profile, her eyes
landing on the tiny diamond stud she wore in the side of her nose.
Tanya had a number of body piercings in places Marisa had heard
about, but hadn’t seen. The last thing she appeared to be was a
cowboy’s wife. She was taller than Marisa, but wore high heels
every day, the higher, the better. At some point she’d had a boob
job and on her rail thin frame her breasts appeared globe-like. She
had huge distinctly green eyes, usually made up with a kaleidoscope
of eye shadow and a pound of black mascara. Her straight brown hair
hung to her waist and she wore it cut in layers, with a center
part. The top layer was streaked in stripes of half a dozen colors
ranging from near-white to burgundy. Marisa thought she looked
“arty.” Ben Seagrave said she looked like a confused zebra.

“Count on Jake to be supportive,” Marisa
said.

Tanya swallowed a sip from her mug, a frown
creasing her brow. “You know, if push comes to shove and I have to
move my shops to Pecos or somewhere, I guess Jake and I can live in
one of those old ranch hand’s houses out at Lanny’s and I can
commute.”

Her attention settled on the wall in front of
her where Marisa had pinned Pepsi Cola’s newest oversized poster.
Alongside a large paper cup showing a red-white-and-blue Pepsi Cola
logo, sat a hamburger with ruffly pastel green lettuce poking out
the sides and a sleeve of French fries. “Hey, you got new posters,”
she said and took another drag off her cigarette.

Marisa glanced at the wall. “The Pepsi
delivery guy gave them to me.”

Tanya giggled. “He’d probably give you his
whole truck if you pumped him up a little.”

“Hunh. Not interested.”

“You know, it’d be easier on Jake living out
there at that ranch,” Tanya said. “He only stays here in town
because of me and my business.”

Marisa gave her neighbor another look. She
had said “in town” as if there were a difference in living here in
Agua Dulce and living in the country. Though Lanny had offered
living quarters to Jake and Tanya many times, the hairdresser
refused to live at the XO Ranch. She and Jake lived in the largest
double-wide mobile home in Sweet Water RV & Mobile Home Village
and paid no-telling-what in rent to Clyde Campbell’s estate. Every
day except Sunday Jake made the twenty-mile drive to his job
cowboying for the XO.

The mention of the Pepsi truck driver and his
blatant attraction to Marisa reminded her of Woody and she couldn’t
hold back any longer. Her former lover and Tanya had gone to school
together in Pecos. Marisa told Tanya about him and some woman in
Wink named Nikki Warner.

“I know her,” Tanya said without registering
surprise. “She’s a hair stylist....And she’s a kid. I think she’s
only, like twenty or twenty-one.”

A pain of deep origin began to press under
Marisa’s ribs. “Don’t BS me.”

“I mean it. She’s a kid.”

A picture of Woody mushroomed in Marisa’s
mind. At forty, he was starting to lose his hair on top. “Good
grief,” Marisa mumbled. “I wonder how he got mixed up with someone
half his age?”

Tanya shot a glance toward the far end of the
lunch counter where Gordon Tubbs sat, not quite within earshot. As
he often did, the manager of Sweet Water RV & Mobile Home
Village had come in to have a salad for lunch.

Tanya tamped out her smoke, then lowered her
voice to a conspiratorial level. “I hate to tell you this, Marisa,
but Woody was like that when we were teenagers. Even then he went
after younger girls.” She pushed a sheaf of long hair behind her
ear, revealing thick silver hoops the diameter of a Coke can hooked
in her ear lobes. “He always wanted to, you know, do it, which was
probably easier with the younger girls. I mean, they were dumber
and he could talk them into it easier.”

Tanya set her mug down and went on. “In high
school, we used to joke about it, but none of us went out with him.
Nowadays, if he did some of the stuff he used to, he’d get
arrested.” The hairdresser scrunched up her shoulders and giggled.
“Or shot.”

Marisa cringed at this new information about
her former lover, but had to admit that he did have an appetite for
hot sex. She had talked to Tanya about him many times over the past
year. If he was such a cad, how could a friend and neighbor not
have warned her away from him? Marisa’s memory zoomed backward as
she recalled that Woody had made a pass at her the very first time
they met. She felt heat rise to her cheeks because she also
remembered how flattered she had been at his attention. Dummy, she
called herself.

“Tanya, forgodsake,” she said in an equally
low tone, “he’s a cop. And a special cop, at that. He wants to be a
Texas Ranger.” The epitome of heroism, Marisa didn’t add, doubting
if Tanya knew the meaning of the word, “epitome.”

The hairdresser shrugged. “Can I help it how
he is?” She made a knowing, but humorless chuckle. “Girl, I could
name you a dozen places he’s dipped his wick.” She leaned closer,
her shoulder touching Marisa’s. “You want to know something weird?
Even with all the stuff I knew about him from school, I did it with
him myself a couple of times. I mean, he’s hot, you know? And he’s
good.”

A blast of fury exploded within Marisa. A box
of plastic wrap lay within sight on a shelf under the back counter.
She wanted to grab and wrap it around her head to keep her skull
from exploding.

From the corner of Tanya’s eye, a sly look
passed Marisa’s way. The woman seemed to be oblivious to the fact
that Marisa was on the verge of screaming. “A lot better’n Jake,”
she said, “if you know what I mean. Jake’s never made me come half
a dozen times in one screwing.” She lifted her mug and drew in a
deep breath Marisa could only define as wistful. “Yessir, that
Woody knows just where to put it and he can go and go.” Tanya’s
hips shifted on the stool.

Marisa could only stare at the woman who
appeared to be enjoying something sexual right before her eyes.
Good grief. She felt like a voyeur. The last afternoon she and
Woody had spent in the tiny apartment bedroom flashed in her
memory. The sex had been...well, lengthy as well as hot. And he had
made Marisa come several times. At the moment, she hated having
that in common with Tanya.

“It’s funny,” Tanya went on, “that everybody
calls him Woody? Get it? I know it’s a nickname that’s tied to his
last name, but when I first heard it, I thought I’d die
laughing.”

Marisa hated herself for wanting to know, but
she schooled the anger out of her voice and asked, “And when did
you and Woody, um, get together?”

“Oh, it was over ten years ago. Before I
hooked up with Jake.”

A feeling of relief almost overcame Marisa’s
anger, followed by disgust with herself for being so naive.

A little smirk lifted the corner of Tanya’s
mouth. “I always wanted to tell you so we could, you know, compare
notes, sort of. I’ve been curious if Woody’s still got it. I mean,
he is forty, right?”

As if she had read Marisa’s thoughts, Tanya
added, “But I decided not to mention it because it wasn’t
important, really. I mean, it was just was one of those things that
happened one night. Started with a picnic at the sandhills in
Monahans. We were sitting at one of those concrete picnic tables
having a few beers, then the next thing I knew, I was perched on
the end of it and Woody and I were going at it. Then we did it
another night in the front seat of his pickup out in the parking
lot at Rustler’s Rest up in Odessa. That time was even better. I
mean, he was able to go deeper. But it didn’t mean anything either
time, you know? All we did was fuck. I didn’t even take off all my
clothes.” She took another swallow of coffee. “I guess I didn’t
tell you because I thought knowing about it might hurt your
feelings.”

From what Marisa had seen in the short time
she had known her, Tanya rarely concerned herself with anyone
else’s feelings.

“You think I’m not hurt now,” Marisa said in
a stage whisper, “finding out all of a sudden that he’s a, a...a
damn Roto-Rooter? That besides knocking up infants, he screwed
around with my neighbor? I didn’t have a clue.”

“Hey, don’t blame me. Until you started
dating him, I hadn’t seen him in years.”

“Dammit, even if it was ten years ago, I
can’t believe you didn’t tell me. How would you like it if I told
you I fooled around with Jake ten years ago?”

Tanya shrugged. “I’d say, ‘No big deal. That
was then, this is now.’”

Marisa could only blink. The words that fell
from Tanya’s mouth often left her dumbfounded.

Marisa set her jaw, trying to shut out the
image of Woody and Tanya doing it on the end of a picnic table and
thinking about something she had read once about character being
formed by the time people are six years old. Or something like
that. The voice of another expert. Her head was filled with
incomplete snatches of trivia that came back at unpredictable
moments. As she took a sip of her Columbian Roast, she concluded
she would be happier if she stopped reading.

“Well, gotta go,” Tanya said. “Gotta do a
perm. Bring Raylene over this afternoon and I’ll do her hair.”

Tanya always fussed over Mama’s hair and if
there was time, they even played with makeup.

Refusing to let her annoyance at the
hairdresser affect something Mama enjoyed, Marisa said, “Sure.”

“When you come over,” Tanya added, “I’ll show
you the new stuff I made. I took those pieces of raw amethyst those
rockhounds from Arizona gave me and mixed them with some turquoise.
I made this cross thing out of hammered silver. I only had enough
stones for a pair of earrings and a pendant, but they look
pretty.”

“Sure,” Marisa said again, although, at the
moment, she didn’t care if she never saw Tanya Shepherd again.

And she was damn glad she hadn’t mentioned
the sexy stranger who had come into the café and how they had
danced to Frank Sinatra’s music from the old juke box.

A new visual of Woody came to her and she
managed to grin inside. Now, she, too, would want to die laughing
every time she heard someone call him Woody.

 



Chapter 7

 


After Tanya left, Marisa let go of her anger.
Hanging onto it accomplished nothing. Tanya had always been an
enigma. Marisa realized mere minutes after meeting her that she was
empty-headed and self-centered. Yet, she was generous to a fault
and never failed to show concern and compassion for Mama. So Marisa
usually excused her more bizarre behavior and ignored her blunt
remarks. After all, she was an artist and weren’t artists supposed
to live in a realm apart from the rest of the population?

Marisa picked up a pitcher of tea and moved
down the counter to where Gordon Tubbs sat, his bald pate gleaming
under the fluorescent light mounted above the lunch counter. Marisa
suspected he had been straining to hear the conversation between
her and Tanya, but he gave no indication he knew what they had
said. “Want some more tea?” she asked him.

He shook his head, keeping his eyes on his
salad. He forked a tomato wedge. “Guess I’ll soon be leaving,
Marisa.”

Gordon was a gentle man, but usually morose
about something. Marisa steeled herself against letting his
pessimism affect her. God knew she had enough depressing thoughts
of her own; she didn’t need his, too. She set the tea pitcher on
the back counter and pulled a two-quart plastic pitcher of sugar
from a shelf under the drainboard and began topping off the sugar
dispensers.

“Where you going?”

He didn’t look up and didn’t answer right
away. “I’m out of a job,” he said finally.

She heard a quiver in his voice and glanced
up to see him spear a lettuce leaf. His fork tines tinked against
his plate. Gordon Tubbs was the only person in Agua Dulce directly
employed by the owner of the town. Marisa hadn’t thought of it
before now, but obviously, Gordon’s employment either transferred
from Clyde Campbell’s estate to the new owner or disappeared
altogether.

“Really? Have you gotten some kind of word
from the new owner?”

“I’ve talked to him on the phone. I don’t
think there’s gonna be a place for me in his plans.” Gordon shook
his head slowly.

The splinter of fear that had harried Marisa
for more than a week grew into a two-by-four. She set the pitcher
of sugar on the counter and walked back to where Gordon sat. “Did
he say so?”

The trailer park manager looked up, his brow
tented. “He’s closing the RV park.”

Marisa felt a cold wind waft through Pecos
Belle’s. “But why would he close it? It isn’t in his way. You have
tenants. And campers. I thought the trailer park made money.”

Gordon’s shoulders lifted in a shrug. He
dropped his fork on the counter with a clatter and covered his
doughy face with soft-looking hands. “I don’t know what I’m gonna
do.” He picked up a napkin, wiped his eyes and blew his nose.

Marisa looked away. She didn’t often see men
cry, but this week, she had seen almost everyone in Agua Dulce on
the verge of tears.

“I don’t know what I can do.” Gordon seemed
to be in control again and Marisa turned back to face him. “I’ve
been here for so many years,” he said. “Clyde always took care of
me. What I mean is, he paid me a wage and gave me health insurance
through his company.”

He shook his head again and fanned a hand in
front of his face. “A man my age ain’t gonna get a job that amounts
to diddly. And nowadays, a diabetic who’s had two heart attacks not
only ain’t gonna get a job, he ain’t gonna get health insurance
anywhere on this earth.”

She didn’t know Gordon’s exact heart problem,
but she knew it was expensive. She had never given a thought to how
his care was paid for. After his last heart attack, he had been in
ICU in a Midland hospital for days, his life saved by a highly
skilled cardiologist. He now swallowed a handful of medications
every day that couldn’t be cheap. And he was too young for
Medicare. “No, I guess not.”

What he said about health insurance might be
true. Marisa had fought the health insurance battle on her mother’s
behalf before Mama became eligible for Medicare. Even now, Marisa
didn’t have health insurance for herself and hadn’t had it since
she left her cooking job in Arlington.

She felt her brow tug into a frown as she
tried to remember and calculate how many years Gordon had been the
manager of the RV village. “Surely you’ve got some savings,
Gordon.”

“Savings? Clyde Campbell was the stingiest
man I ever met. Do you think he paid me enough money for me to have
any left to save?”

Marisa’s jaw clenched involuntarily. Hell,
yes, Clyde Campbell was a skinflint, along with being a thoughtless
asshole. Look at how he had treated Mama. Of course, Mama had let
him take advantage of her, but that was beside the point.

What was Gordon going to do? What was
he qualified to do? As far as Marisa could tell, the answer was a
resounding nothing. Without the Sweet Water RV Village, he wouldn’t
even have a place to live. “So the new guy’s going to just close up
the trailer park”—Marisa snapped her fingers—“just like that?”

The middle-aged man nodded.

“But what about Ben? What about Tanya and
Jake? Where will they go?”

A new spark of indignation burst within
Marisa. The big guy kicking the little guy. She had never been able
to keep quiet when she saw it happen. She had also never been able
to do anything about it, but she had always been vocal. “He can’t
just put people out of their homes. That isn’t fair. He has
to—”

She stopped herself. Shit! What did
the new owner have to do? The answer was, not a damned thing. He
wasn’t obligated to a single citizen of Agua Dulce. “He has to give
them time to make plans,” she said, putting an effort into making a
firm statement.

“He’s coming here for a few days,” Gordon
said. “He plans to start using one of the mobiles. He ordered me to
have a phone installed and buy some groceries. Even gave me a
shopping list. He sounds like he’s used to giving orders.”

Gordon wadded the napkin and dropped it on
top of his salad. “He sounds like a real piece of work, Marisa. He
told me to make sure the trailer’s ready for occupancy when he gets
here. Said to make sure there’s no roaches. He wants everything
clean as new. The small doublewide’s the newest trailer, so I got
Rosia to come up from Pecos and we’re cleaning it now. He even
wants the walls scrubbed and the carpet replaced.”

“No kidding?” Marisa muttered, shocked. “New
carpet?”

Gordon nodded. “I’ve already gone to Odessa
and bought it. Rosia’s washing and ironing all the curtains. The
carpet’ll go down tomorrow.”

“Hunh,” Marisa said. Agua Dulce’s new owner
sounded like an arrogant nut. Okay, fine. No problem. Marisa could
hardly wait to meet him. She had experience with nuts.

****

Terry returned to Fort Worth on Monday.
Spending the weekend in his old stomping grounds in West Texas
confirmed his belief in Agua Dulce’s potential. He was so excited
he could hardly wait to get started. On Tuesday morning he met with
Brad England in the offices of England Engineering, the firm he
usually hired to design, survey and lay out a new project.

In the afternoon, he caught up with his best
friend and construction foreman Chick Featherston. Chick was
overseeing the building of a two-story cut limestone with three
fireplaces, four bedrooms and five baths. It was all crammed into
4,500 square feet in a gated sub-division west of Fort Worth.

After they covered the progress, Terry led
Chick to his truck and pulled out a large plat of Agua Dulce. “Want
to go back to West Texas?”

Chick’s chin dropped and his head slowly
shook. “Aww, no, man. You didn’t really do it.”

Terry grinned as he spread the plat across
the truck’s hood. “I won the bid. I closed on the deal yesterday.
Just got the town so far, but the ranch is next. I have to do a
little more research and get a loan in place.”

Chick looked at the plat. The blue-line
drawing showed the perimeter of the town’s 199.4 acres, with the
principal buildings drawn in--water well, flea market/café,
adjoining building leased for business, RV village consisting of
eight permanent mobile homes, fifty RV spaces and a separate small
mobile that served as an office building.

The foreman shook his head again. “Ledger,
that last time you jumped out of an airplane, you must have landed
on your head.”

Chick knew Terry’s passion for sky diving.
The cowboy engineer was one of Terry’s few friends who went all the
way back to the first time Terry had parachuted from a plane.
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