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The town of Lyric, Iowa (which was pronounced “Larrick” by the eight thousand or so folks who lived there, because it had been named by the town's founder's mother, who knew what she liked but couldn't pronounce it) was enjoying an unusually mild and breezy early summer. In the center of the town square the flowers had appeared in spectacular clusters and even its weatherbeaten old bandstand looked good.
But in a small, warm, and perpetually underventilated store on the northwest corner of the square, one frazzled citizen of Lyric had had enough.
Ruth Peyton pushed the same damp lock of hair away from her face for what felt like the hundredth time that afternoon, and for the hundredth time it promptly fell right back down over her eyes. With a growl, she threw her soldering iron into its stand, smacked both hands flat on her workbench and forced a mental count-to-ten followed by a deep breath. The wall clock, an oversized Mickey Mouse watch, told her that even though at least three hours had passed since she'd last looked at it, the hands had only moved from 4:00 to 4:25.
Somewhere in one of those bins… Ah. A passably clean scrunchie was under that pile of miscellaneous bits. Leaning over, she twisted her long hair into an extremely untidy ponytail on top of her head, careful to keep it away from the debris on the bench in the process. A quick swipe across her face with the corner of her shop apron got her field of vision clear enough that she dared pick up the soldering iron again.
The bell over the front door chimed. Back went the soldering iron, and not gently.
“That's Bill Martin and you don't have his radio done. I told you,” groused Chet Walker from the other side of the room. He ran a sweat-stained bandana over his face as he swiveled his drafting stool away from the jumbled insides of an old TV.
“I'm almost finished with it. I'll go tell him what's up.” Ruth pushed through the curtain that divided the workshop from the counter area, putting on a great show of bustle and industry that she absolutely did not feel.
But it wasn't Bill Martin. It was someone she had never seen before, a petite, tailored blonde woman in her forties. The visitor wore a dark blue linen skirt, sheer white sleeveless blouse and gold-and-diamond earrings that matched the arrow-shaped pin on her left shoulder. Ruth, in jeans, t-shirt and shop apron, felt more disgustingly scruffy and sweaty than ever. She straightened her shoulders a bit, which made the end of her newly gathered, already forgotten ponytail tickle the back of her neck. Ohhh boy.
Not much she could do about it now; making the best of it, she leaned on the counter and smiled at the newcomer. “Hi. Can I help you with something?”
The woman smiled back. “Hello. I'm Lydia Caldwell. Is Mr. Peyton in, please?”
“Well, if by 'Mr. Peyton' you mean Rick Peyton, no, I'm afraid he's not here. I'm Ruth Peyton. Is there something I can help you with?”
“Oh—well, when will Mr. Peyton be back?”
Ruth laughed. “Maybe next year, if we're lucky. If it's something important I can get a message to him when his submarine comes up for air.”
The older woman blinked, apparently at a loss. She ran a careful hand over her hair and shifted her grip on an expensive-looking leather handbag. “Well,” she said, finally, “I must admit I'm a bit confused. Are you Mrs. Peyton? I'm the new owner.”
“Ms. Peyton. Rick is my brother—you're what?”
“I'm the new owner of the building—well, one of the new owners, that is. I’m sorry, I thought you knew.” She opened her handbag and handed Ruth a business card from a gold card case.
Ruth's mental wheels spun for a moment. “I didn't even know the building was up for sale. I… I'm sorry; this is the first I've heard…” She dropped the business card on the counter without really seeing it. “When did this happen?”
“Last week. How very odd. Mr. and Mrs. Shapiro assured me that you knew what was happening. We did ask that the sale be kept quiet, but I didn't mean it to be this quiet. Is it you that has the apartment upstairs, then, or did your brother sublet to someone else?”
“Upstairs? Oh… Yes, that's me too. This is really bizarre. I had no idea about any of this, and I just saw Mrs. Shapiro at the grocery store yesterday…” Ruth's voice trailed off. She glanced at the card on the counter. The word “Investments” caught her eye. Investments? Investing in this dump?
A trickle of sweat down the back of her neck triggered an unpleasant thought. “Um… are you here to inspect the building, Ms. Caldwell?” The counter area was neat enough, but the back… Ruth felt even grubbier than ever, something she hadn't thought humanly possible. She brushed at a splash of solder on the front of her apron.
“Oh, heavens no,” said Lydia, smiling, “I wouldn’t want to barge in on you without warning.” She looked around. “I see you've done some interesting things with the decorating here.”
Ruth couldn't tell whether the lady was being sarcastic or not. Did assorted bits of electronic antiquity, souvenirs from Rick's travels and a coat of pale peach semigloss constitute “interesting”? “Um… Thanks.”
“You’re running the business while your brother's away, then?”
“Something like that. Actually, it's my shop for the foreseeable future. Rick might stay in the Navy. Things were still up in the air the last time I heard from him. So I'm trying to learn as much about electronics as I can. Are you going to raise the rent?” She blurted it out without stopping to think, then bit her lip.
Lydia looked blank for a moment, then smiled. “No, of course not.”
“I… that’s good to know.” Well, now that you've put your foot in it, stagger on, Ruthie. “Didn’t you need to see the inside of the building before you bought it?”
“Ordinarily we would do that, and if I’d known you were going to be left in the dark we certainly would have come before now. But we were tied up with other things back home and worked this out directly with Mr. Shapiro—he knows my partner. Since he'd had the building inspected within the last year and treated for termites last fall we felt we could take his word for its condition.”
Ruth twisted the end of her ponytail absently through her fingers. Something was exceedingly fishy here. And who the heck was this partner?
“Look,” said Lydia, “I know you're busy right now and it’s obvious that communications have broken down somewhere. So why don't we make a fresh start? Would you like to join me and my partner for dinner tonight? Can you recommend a good restaurant?”
“I… uh, yes, sure, that sounds like a good idea.” Think, Ruthie, where haven't you eaten in a while? “La Cocina Mexicana across the square is very good, if you like Mexican food.”
“I love Mexican food. You must have read my mind.” She looked at her watch. “Why don't we meet there at seven tonight?”
“That'd be fine.” Phew, at least that will give me time to take a bath!
“Wonderful, Ms. Peyton… honestly, that sounds so formal. What did you say your first name was? I'm sorry, I'm terrible with names.”
“It's Ruth.”
“I'll look forward to seeing you later tonight, then, Ruth.” She pulled open the door, jangling the bell again, and walked off toward the west side of the square.
'*'*'
Ruth leaned into the front-window display area and watched Lydia go until the edge of the building blocked her view. She was still looking out the window when Chet came through the curtain behind her. His grey hair had been rumpled straight up. Chet wasn't much taller than Ruth's 5'7”, a wiry, angular man who wore old-fashioned rimless glasses and kept the pocket of his faded chambray shirt full of small tools. Ruth noticed that his shop apron was even more disreputable-looking than hers and he had grease on his jeans.
“What the heck was that all about?” Chet rubbed his hands on his apron, leaving a dark streak of sweat.
Ruth turned away from the window. “Looks like we've got a new landlady. She says her company bought the building. And she says she's not going to raise the rent…” She frowned. “Why didn't Mr. Shapiro warn us he was selling the place? That makes no sense at all.”
“That's the problem with this town. Either everybody knows everything or nobody knows nothing. Person can't keep anything straight.” He shook his head and pushed back through the curtain. Ruth followed and took a good look at her surroundings, trying to see it as her landlady would.
The building was like most of the others around the square, a turn-of-the-twentieth-century two-story brick box with a decorative facade and a trio of arched windows on the second floor in the front. And, as with most of the other buildings on the square, many years of different and indifferent tenants had left their mark on the interior.
The room was wide enough to hold the two deep workbenches, one on each side, with a cluttered aisle in between and plenty of storage space plus a small bathroom in the corner in the back. Some previous occupant had removed most of the plaster from the inside walls to expose the bricks, which might have looked artistic, but did nothing to help keep out the heat or the cold. Ruth's bench, on the left, had a tall padded drafting stool, a bright yellow long-necked magnifying lamp, and several reasonably tidy works-in-progress. Over the bench was a movie poster from “Raiders of the Lost Ark." It was her brother’s favorite movie, and he’d scrounged the poster from somewhere years ago and scrawled across the bottom in black marker “Ruthie, you really pop my whip! XXXX, Harry.” Unlike the World-War-Three scene on Chet's side of the room, Ruth's tools were neatly stored and the floor beneath the bench was relatively junk-free. Dusty sunlight filtered through the chicken-wire glass in the large rectangular window halfway up the wall.
But the rest of the place would probably need a team of archaeologists to get everything sorted out. The wide-planked wooden floor hadn't been swept since who knows when and she could see at least a dozen dead electronic components lying around. Cardboard boxes were stacked haphazardly on shelves; rolls of wire hung on nails pounded here and there. The shop's wooden back door was open for ventilation and the screen door had a hole in it near the top. There was a very faint scent of burnt insulation in the air, that bitter scorched-plastic smell that would make any visitor wonder if maybe the place was on fire.
A huge old-fashioned paddle-bladed fan hung limply down from the high ceiling. Ruth had gotten it at what she'd thought was a bargain price at an auction in the spring. She'd thought the fan would look good and add some much-needed air circulation to the workroom, but there it hung, motionless as it had been since the day she'd installed it. She hadn't been able to get it to go, and Chet was still in a snit about the cost of the thing and refused to help her fix it.
Ruth looked at the heap of tools and debris surrounding Chet at his workbench and sighed. “We're lucky Lydia Whatzername didn't want to come back here and look around. She'd probably faint dead away and then call the bomb squad, and I mean to plant a bomb.” She stood with her hands on her hips and let the breeze from the floor fan in the corner cool her back. “Don't you think we should get started cleaning up back here?”
“Place ain't as bad as all that.” Chet was nose-to-nose with the television again and didn't turn around.
“Ain't as bad as… Jeez, Chet, look around you! I can't tell what's TV and what's junk in that pile and I bet you can't either! The place is a dump! We're just lucky she didn't want to come back and look around to see her new… What kind of idiot investor buys a building sight unseen?”
“Uh-huh. So why don't you call old man Shapiro yourself and find out what's what.” He dropped his screwdriver and picked up a hemostat.
Her shoulders drooped. Great. She was going to get stuck unraveling the whole mess herself.
Chet put down his tools and swiveled around. “Now look here, you ain't gonna get this place cleaned up tonight and neither am I. Day's been too long and too hot. I'll help you with it first thing in the morning, I promise. But I ain't sweeping no floors tonight. And neither are you. We're both too tired to do anything more'n yell at each other.”
Ruth looked up at Mickey Mouse again. It was nearly five o'clock. “Yeah, I guess you're right. But you've gotta help me start getting this stuff squared away tomorrow. If that woman really did buy the building, one of these days she's going to come back here and I don't want a dead landlady on my conscience.” She watched as her partner began to put his tools away.
“Worst comes to worst,” he said, “I'll just tell her we got high voltage back here and stand in the doorway till she gives up and goes home. You know me, I can out-stubborn anyone.”
Ruth laughed. “You can say that again.”
Chet had been ready to retire from his jack-of-all-trades job at City Hall when her brother had first asked him to come help start the repair shop. He'd been willing to do the repairs Rick hadn't yet mastered, willing to answer questions when Ruth first started working behind the counter, willing to teach her simple techniques when she asked, and willing to be just as grumpy as necessary to give himself the illusion that he ran the place. It was a good partnership all around.
Ruth wiped her hands on her apron again and brushed a few wisps of hair back from her face as she went through the curtain to the front. The bell gave a soft chime as she pushed the front door firmly closed. She ran a fingertip over the lettering on the glass. Electronic Wizardry, the backwards letters said. R. Peyton. She pulled down the shade and latched the door.
Tidying up a few odds and ends on the counter, she poked into the shell casing that Rick had sent her and decided that the philodendron trailing out of it didn't need watering tonight.
The beat-up remains of an old wooden console TV stood against the far wall. She took a rag from her apron pocket to wipe some fingerprints off its small, curved screen. The picture tube was long gone; the photo of Captain Kangaroo taped to the inside of the protective glass smiled back at her.
She tossed the rag under the counter and turned to straighten the curtains across the lower half of the window display area. Then she leaned over the heavy brass curtain rod to scoop up her long-haired black-and-white cat from his peaceful perch on the turntable of the old wind-up Victrola in the window.
“When you gonna listen, you silly beast? I keep telling you, Charlie, it's dogs that belong on those things. What would the Victrola people think?” The cat made a sulky sound. She ruffled his fur affectionately and he began to purr. He draped happily over her shoulder as she pushed buttons on the antique cash register. Sighing, she took the till out and tore off the paper strip with the record of the day's meager receipts.
In the back she set Charlie on the floor and poured some food into his dish so he’d stay in one place while she finished closing up. Chet was already gone. The till went into the antique safe. She walked around checking to see what might still be plugged in, then turned off the floor fan and turned on the night light. Charlie gave her a halfhearted “Hey, I’m eating!” hiss as she scooped him up again. Ruth locked the back door, slammed the battered screen door shut and headed up the stairs to her apartment, lugging the cat.
The business card stayed on the front counter where she'd dropped it, its message unseen.
The sun had dropped behind what passed for Lyric's skyline (all two stories of it) and the sky had begun to fade a bit as Ruth reached the bottom of the worn wooden staircase on the side of her building.
Just this once, she wasn't going to be on time. Let Lydia and her unknown partner sit for a while and eat a few doggone tortilla chips. The warm breeze ruffled her hair. She stopped by the mirrored wall of the old candy store to peer into the dark blue depths and check herself out one more time. Hard to tell if she passed inspection when her reflection looked like Cookie Monster. She sighed.
Getting ready for tonight's escapade had taken more than an hour. She'd gone through five complete changes before she'd compromised between “dress up and impress the landlady” and “to hell with it,” donning a bright tropical-print blouse, fashionably faded denim skirt and dark brown leather sandals.
“Everything's fine.” She had to say it aloud. “Fine!" Firmly ignoring the raised eyebrows of other early-evening strollers, she lifted her chin and walked on.
As she approached her destination on the south side of the square the breeze blew a wonderfully spicy scent and the soft sounds of Mexican music across the sidewalk. Her friend Grace Juarez, the owner's daughter, was acting as hostess tonight. “Hi Ruth! About time you got here. Hey, when did he get back?”
“What? When did who what?”
“Oh come on, don't do that to me, it's been a long day. They're in the back there.” She waved a hand.
La Cocina wasn't too crowded yet—just a few people taking advantage of the early-bird specials plus an elderly couple at the bar. Lydia Caldwell was sitting at a table in an alcove on the right, well toward the back of the restaurant. Ruth turned back to Grace with a “So?” expression.
Grace folded her arms and tilted the top of her head. Lydia was in profile, in animated conversation. Nothing else registered at first. But then…
“No way. No… freakin’… way.” He'd grown a mustache, but it didn't disguise him for a moment.
Ruth closed her eyes, then opened them. No use. Damn. He was still there. “Forget about it, Gracie, I’m not going back there.”
“Chicken.”
Ruth gave Grace a look that should have melted the wall behind her. “I’m telling you, I’m leaving. If they ask, don’t tell them I came in.”
“And make yourself look like you’re still a pissed-off teenager after all these years? Grow up, Ruth. Go wash your face or something. Then go back there and deal with it.”
Ruth opened her mouth, then snapped it shut. “Right.” Because, damn it, Grace was right. Fuming, she marched into the ladies' room and plopped onto the wooden bench inside. Someone had left a small stack of folded paper towels on the end of the bench. With the rough stucco wall at her back, she made an effort to unclench her hands.
'*'*'
It was twelve years ago, she was a high school senior, and she was madly in love with an older man. Adam Talbott, just graduated and gone off to college in Chicago with a promise that he loved her and he'd be home to see her as often as he could. He was the one person in her uncertain life who kept his word.
She'd worn his letter jacket everywhere, pushing up the sleeves, and she'd turned down plenty of invitations from other guys. She was Adam's girl, just as she had been ever since he'd found her on her first day of high school hopelessly lost in the hallway trying to find her biology classroom on the wrong floor. He'd offered to escort her to all her classes. She'd laughed. He'd walked her home. And so it began.
Right after he left for college, his letters came once or even twice a week. But after the first month he wrote less often and never came back for his promised visits. In October he stopped writing completely. She waited, waited, wrote him, asked him if he could come back for Homecoming in late November. Two weeks later the answer came, a couple of lines scribbled on a page torn out of a spiral notebook. No. Too busy. Sorry. Write again soon. Love, Adam.
Came the day before Homecoming, her seventeenth birthday…
The school day was over. As she scuffed along, morosely kicking up dead leaves with her worn sneakers, a friend bicycled by and shouted a greeting. Ruth gave a halfhearted wave, hoping she'd be left in peace, but Grace skidded to a stop by the curb and waited for her to catch up.
“So what'd you get for your birthday?”
“My parents gave me some perfume and Rick got me a Judy Collins album.”
“Uh-huh. What did Adam get you?”
“Adam who?”
“You’re kidding, right?”
“I haven't seen today's mail.” She brightened. “Hey, yeah, there's probably something waiting for me at home.” On her sixteenth birthday, he'd had a corsage delivered to her sixth period class. A gold heart-shaped locket in a velvet jeweler's box had been at her place at the reserved table at the country club that evening. There probably was something waiting for her at home. She took off down the sidewalk. “Gee thanks, Ruthie!” Grace yelled after her. Ruth kept going.
Cheeks glowing, slightly out of breath, she banged the back door open and heaved her armload of books on the kitchen counter. Her mother called from upstairs, “Ruth, don't leave your books in the kitchen. Take them up to your room. You've got some mail.”
Mail! I knew it! “Okay Mom, just a minute.” An untidy postal heap was piled on the hall table. She scooped it all up—magazines, flyers, bills, and two large envelopes addressed to her in familiar handwriting. But not Adam's handwriting. Oh well, she thought miserably, so much for that bit of brilliant inspiration.
She sighed and tore open the first envelope with a thumb. It was a syrupy-sweet card and a check for seventeen dollars from her grandparents. The second envelope held a funny card from Eleanor Ward, her best friend. The verse inside was appropriate, kidding her about being over the hill—Eleanor, away at college, was a whole two years older—and Ruth did manage a faint chuckle as she slipped the card back into its envelope.
She picked up the rest of the pile and shuffled through it hopefully one more time. Nothing. Shoulders drooping, she flipped the mail onto the table and turned to get her stuff out of the kitchen.
Wait—! Something on the floor caught her eye. Back under the table were two flyers on shiny paper and a small padded mailer that had apparently slid off with them. She picked it up. Adam's handwriting was on the label. A cascade of tingles went down her back. He hadn't forgotten!
Ruth darted into the kitchen and grabbed her belongings, making record time on the stairs to her room. She heaved everything onto the desk without looking where it fell.
She pried the staples out of the mailer with a thumbnail and squeezed it open. Something heavy and gold slid out into her hand. One heartbeat, two, three, and she saw her own name engraved on the inside of the ID bracelet--the one she'd given him for Christmas, with his name engraved on the front. It slipped through her fingers and fell to the floor. Was there something else? Another single sheet of ragged-edged spiral notebook paper was stuffed in the mailer. She unfolded it with shaking hands and smoothed it out.
Hi Ruth,
College life is really hectic, and that's why you haven't heard from me in a while. Books, classes, you know how it goes. Plus, there's something else I have to tell you. Remember that girl in my English class I told you about? It seems she's become much more than just a classmate. I'm sending back the bracelet and if there's any photos you want back let me know. I'm sure you'll understand—we knew this might happen—and I’m sure we can still be friends.
Love,
Adam
What happened after that wasn't really worth remembering.
'*'*'
Neither she nor anyone else in Lyric had heard one word from Adam Talbott since that day. And now here he was. Grace was right; not to deal with him would only revive a stupid teenage past. But damn it, why had he come back to Lyric after all this time? To buy her building?
Ruth sighed. Better get it over with, she told herself. Maybe she'd get at least a few answers and they'd pay for dinner and this would be the last time she'd have to deal with Adam Talbott before he took his new mustache and his tailored blonde partner back to Chicago for good. If ever there were a time to encourage someone to be an absentee landlord, this was it.
As she marched past the counter in the front she heard Grace whisper, “Go get ‘em!”
This time they saw her and both of them rose to greet her. She breezed across the restaurant, extended a hand to Lydia and looked coolly at Adam as though he were no more out of the ordinary than the chair he'd been sitting on. She gave him a carefully crafted smile and turned away. There was the very faintest traitorous echo of an old familiar tingle down her back.
“Hello, Ruth, so nice of you to come,” said Lydia. “And I gather you and Adam don't need to be introduced.”
“Hello, Ms. Caldwell.” Ruth gave Lydia's hand a quick shake and backed up to stand beside the one empty chair. She wasn't going to dignify Adam with any more attention than he'd already been granted.
“Oh, please call me Lydia." She slid back into her seat, but Ruth, focusing intently on being cool and controlled, missed her cue. Adam looked from Ruth to Lydia and back again, shrugged and stayed where he was.
There was a pause. Lydia cleared her throat. “Well, why don't we all sit down and Ruth can tell us what’s best on the menu.”
Adam moved to Ruth's side and pulled out the chair for her. Since sinking into the floor and pulling the linoleum over herself was not an option, she sat down quickly and as gracefully as she could manage under the circumstances. “Thanks, Adam.” Maybe he'd think she'd just been waiting for him to be a gentleman. Maybe. She hastily unfolded her napkin and smoothed it out in her lap.
Adam sat down. “You're welcome, Ruth.” His voice was still the same, deep and soft with just a trace of a Southern accent. She risked a glance. No, not too much had changed, although the expensive polo shirt was definitely something new. The mustache was just a little darker than his hair, and his brown eyes darker than both.
His parents had moved to Lyric from Atlanta, stayed just long enough for Adam to finish high school and find The Right University, and then they'd moved on. Funny, in all the time she and Adam had been together she'd only seen his parents once or twice. His father had been Dean at the community college, and they just hadn't mixed with the townspeople socially. She couldn't even remember what they'd looked like.
“You know,” said Lydia, interrupting Ruth's thoughts, “I imagine this is going to sound pretty silly, but I didn't realize you and Adam already knew each other till just before dinner. We thought the store belonged to your brother.”
Ah. That answered one question. Ruth cleared her throat. “Originally it did belong to Rick. He opened it up while I was in college and I used to help out in there during the summer when I was home. After I graduated, he decided to join the Navy and left it to me. When I first started I didn't know a transistor from a trash masher, so you can imagine the time I had.” She gave a little that's-a-joke-son laugh. “Really, if it hadn't been for Chet—the technician—I think I probably would have closed the place in about a week.” Her fingers were sweaty. Stop babbling, Ruthie! “Oh well, that was years ago. I'm a pretty competent technician myself now, or so I'm told.”
“Oh, I'm sure you are. The store looks like it's doing well.”
“We like to think so.” She looked at Lydia and smiled.
“Well,” said Lydia, “since you and Adam don't need to be introduced, I guess we need to explain what he and I are doing here. Maybe I should start by telling you how our partnership came to be. My husband…”
Husband? Ruth glanced quickly at Lydia's left hand. Yes, there was a heavy gold ring. Hmmmm… This certainly put a new twist on certain small speculations.
“… Chairman of the Business Department…”
Ruth clasped her hands together in her lap and forced herself to pay attention.
“… teaches several upper-level classes in the MBA program and Adam was one of his best students. As you can imagine, my husband is a very busy man, so he recommended that I get in touch with Adam when I wanted to start up this investment company. I didn’t understand why he told me to go to a former student for advice.” She smiled and patted her partner's hand. “But I found out.”
Adam looked down. Odd how very silent he was being tonight, Ruth mused.
“Anyway,” Lydia continued, “in the beginning Adam was my advisor since my husband didn't have the time to look over my shoulder. I'd been studying, auditing some classes, taking seminars, that kind of thing, and oh, I was sure I'd learned everything I needed to know. But to tell you the truth, without my partner here I don't think the company would have lasted more than a month. So as businesswomen I guess you and I have a little something in common, Ruth.” She smiled. “I mean, going right into the business and learning it as we went along.”
Something in common? I doubt that very much, Lydia. Ruth smiled back, hoping she wasn't showing too many teeth.
At that moment, much to Ruth's relief, Grace's cousin Ray bustled by, handed out menus, asked if anyone would like a drink and gave Ruth a big wink behind Adam's back. She held the menu up in front of her face and gave him what she hoped was a very discreet glare. And then she carefully considered every item just as if she hadn't there often enough to know the whole menu by heart.
'*'*'
As Ruth made a great show of reading, Adam watched her thoughtfully over the top of his menu. Lydia had really dropped a bomb on him that evening. He'd been expecting to have a quick and fairly casual dinner with his fellow football team member Rick, and then he'd heard who the owner of Electronic Wizardry really was.
Not in a million years had he ever expected to find Ruth running an electronics repair store—or, for that matter, still being anywhere near Lyric after all this time. But here she was. What could he say?
Amazing that Lydia hadn't nailed him with a cat-got-your-tongue comment long since. Was she watching him? No, thank goodness, she was reading the menu. He looked at Ruth again. She seemed a little taller and her figure had filled out a bit since high-school days, but those beautiful green eyes, heart-shaped face, honey-brown hair and full mouth hadn't changed. The brightly colored blouse suited her well. It was a far cry from the ratty old t-shirts he remembered.
He turned his attention to the menu as well.
They ordered dinner, and then, feeling that he should at least try to contribute to the conversation, Adam spoke up. “So Rick's in the Navy? I'm sorry to miss him. I was looking forward to catching up on old times.”
Ruth pulled her chin slightly back and frowned. “Really? I didn't remember you and Rick being such good friends. Especially… um, never mind.” She flushed.
“Especially what?”
“Nothing. Yes, he's on a submarine. You couldn't get me on one of those things, but he seems to love it.”
“I know what you mean,” said Adam, appearing not to notice Ruth's discomfort. “I'm sure glad I'm not 'full fathom five' for months at a time. I'm much too fond of fresh air and open spaces. Is he planning to be a career Navy man?”
“Who knows? I guess he'll decide when it's time for him to re-enlist.”
There was an uncomfortable silence. Lydia spoke up. “Ruth, is the ladies' room there by the front door?”
“Yes. Just look for the signs with the bull and the cow.”
“As long as I don't need a cape to go in there, I'm sure I'll manage.” She rose. “Well, if you two will excuse me for just a second…”
Trying for a neutral topic, Adam asked what had happened to several of their classmates. Most of them were still in town, she told him, and many had married their high school sweethearts. “I'm not surprised,” he said, which pretty much killed the conversation. Lydia's return from the restroom broke the silence. He sought a safer subject.
“Are your parents still here?” He turned to Lydia before Ruth could answer. “Ruth's father teaches Spanish at the high school. Honestly, if it hadn't been for him beating it into my head I wouldn't be even passably fluent now.” He turned back to Ruth. “We have some investments in Puerto Rico and your dad's discipline has really come in handy. I'd like to tell him that if I get the chance.”
Ruth took a sip of water and set the glass down. “No, they’re not here any more.”
“Oh? Are they….”
“They left several years ago.”
Adam waited for more, but that seemed to be all she wanted to say.
Ray came by with a pitcher of sangria. Lydia and Ruth let their wine glasses be filled, but Adam turned his over on the table and waved Ray off. He turned back to Ruth. “So you're here all alone now? Why did you stay in Lyric?”
“I like it here.”
“You’ve been here since high school, then?”
It was hard for Ruth not to sigh in utter exasperation. “No, Adam,” she answered as pleasantly as she could, “I went to the University in Iowa City, and I got a degree in English. After I graduated, things were…” She took another sip of water. “I didn't have any particular plans for the future. Rick offered me the store and I liked the idea of running my own business. And here I am.”
At that point, to Ruth's great relief, the food arrived. They all turned their attention to dinner and the conversation tapered off.
By the time they finished the main course Ruth was finally beginning to relax a bit. But as they prepared to order dessert, Lydia, trying to make conversation, piped up with “When I told Adam that it was you and not your brother who was running the store, he said that you and he had been friends in high school.”
Ruth raised both eyebrows and turned to give Adam one long look. He flushed and turned away. Ruth cleared her throat softly and hoped that her smile wasn’t as phony as it felt. “Friends? Why no,” she said, “I wouldn't have called it that.”
“Ah,” said Lydia, who didn't look as though she understood at all. “Well. I'm sorry I brought it up, then. What would you recommend for dessert?”
Once they'd ordered, Lydia quickly took up the burden of conversation again.
“We've been partners for… what, six years now, Adam?”
He nodded.
“We've tried to find unusual investments, and for the most part we've succeeded. This guy,”—she patted his hand,—“has an amazing instinct for business. He's picked up on things no one else has seen, and I hope it doesn't sound too much like bragging…”
Oh no, we wouldn't want to brag, thought Ruth…
“…to say that we've made a lot of money. Of course, once people realize the value in some of these things, everyone wants to jump on the bandwagon. But usually by that time we've moved on to something else and we can sell to the newcomers.” She took a sip of her sangria. “We've been very successful, and I don't know where we'd be without Adam's talents. I know we've got great times ahead.”
Ruth looked down at her plate. Mmmm-hmmm. What kinds of “talents” had Adam used on Lydia, she wondered. And exactly what kind of “great times” would they be having, and where? Oh, shame on you, Ruthie. The lady's buying your dinner and you've got no call to be so catty. She glanced at Adam, who was eating his dessert with his entire attention apparently focused on his plate. Feeling that she should make up for her unkind thoughts, Ruth said “It's good to know your company has been so successful.”
“Thanks. I'm going to have to find out why you weren't notified of the sale of the building. Mr. Shapiro assured me he'd told you. I'll definitely check into that with him tomorrow.”
“Yes,” said Ruth, “that really is strange. We must have gotten our wires crossed somewhere.” No point in mentioning that she'd tried dialing the Shapiros repeatedly herself this evening and had gotten no answer.
Adam chimed in. “I didn't realize that there was enough business in Lyric to support an electronics repair shop.”
Ruth was suddenly very tired of all the tap dancing. “Oh, what, you figured there were only ten people left in this one-horse town and we all get our entertainment from watching the chickens? We do just fine, thank you.”
“Oh, I didn't mean…” His voice trailed off. He cleared his throat. “I… What I meant was, it's nice that there's a place for a shop like yours.”
“Oh yes,” said Ruth, tightly, “very nice indeed. Amazing what we hicks can do if we put our minds to it.” She looked at her plate again. I shouldn't let him make me angry.
Hastily he tried another approach. “I'm sorry. Let me start over. I'll be here in Lyric for a while, and I'll do my best to catch up with everyone and make up for lost time before I make any more dumb comments. How's that?”
“I hope you can manage it, Adam.” Something occurred to her and her eyes widened. She covered for that by pressing her napkin to her mouth. Oh, crap. She said Mr. Shapiro knew her partner. Adam was his right-hand man at the hardware store, two summers in a row. No wonder he could pull this off. Duh!
Lydia excused herself again, making a light comment about the effects of the sangria. Ruth kept her eyes on her plate, not trusting herself to say more. Damn the man. She had hoped to be able to deal with him coolly, or at least neutrally. Fat chance. She chased an errant fragment of dessert around the plate with her fork.
“And, um, speaking of catching up,” said Adam, “do you ever drive out by the lake on weekends any more? Does anyone?”
Ruth loosened her death grip on the fork and set it down. “Oh, it's still popular, but I don't get there very often myself unless some friends want to go. It's a bit too long a ride.”
He looked blank. “Ride?”
“Ride my bike. My car finally gave up the ghost a couple months ago and I haven’t gotten around to replacing it yet.”
“Ah.” He seemed to be considering something. “So the kids still hang out at the lake?”
“Some of them do. But someone's been selling pot, so the cops have been doing random checks and hassling the kids. There's a lot fewer cars out there at night. Or so I hear.”
“Oh? No clue who the dealer is?”
“No. They’ve been trying to figure that out for nearly a year now, but no luck. It doesn’t look like that’s a high priority for the cops or the sheriff and they haven’t really busted anyone yet. I’m sure that’d change pretty quickly if they caught any of the younger kids with the pot.”
“I’m surprised they’re that laid back about it.”
“Well, they do have a few other things on their minds. Pot’s not the major deal it was when we were in high school.”
“That’s interesting.” He looked thoughtful.
Lydia seated herself once again, looking from face to face and not seeing obvious signs of danger. “So, Ruth, the reason I wanted to talk with you… Yes?”
Ray held up the coffee pot.
“No, thank you.”
Adam pushed forward his coffee cup and Ruth gave Ray a “no thanks” wave. Grace showed some newcomers to a table in the next alcove. The restaurant was fast filling up and the noise level was increasing. Ruth looked around, hoping none of her friends would wander in tonight. How soon could she escape? Would Lydia ever get to the point?
“We were hoping…”
“Adam! Adam Talbott? What the hell are you doing here?”
“Hey, Craig! Bet you thought I’d never catch up with you, turkey. Lydia, meet Craig Nakamura, my locker mate from senior year. I think he's the one who threw my homework down the trash chute.”
Lydia smiled and made the appropriate noises, but Ruth saw her drumming her fingers on the table.
“Hey, come on over here and meet my wife.”
Adam looked at his tablemates apologetically and got up. Lydia shrugged. Ruth sighed. Maybe she should have a cup of coffee after all, just to occupy her hands. She looked around for Ray, who was nowhere to be seen. “Lydia, if you don't mind, I'm going to go get some coffee. I'll be right back.”
Ruth picked up the coffee pot from the warming stand and waved at Grace's father in the kitchen, who waved back and called out something in Spanish over the rattle of pots and pans. This had been the longest hour of Ruth’s life and it showed no signs of ending. She picked up a cup, considered, put the cup back down and put the pot back down. If she drank the coffee it would just drag things out even more. She went back to the table.
“You know what?” she said, picking her purse up from the floor, “I wasn’t keeping track of the time. I have quite a day tomorrow, so I'd better head on home now. Thanks so much for dinner.”
“Oh…” said Lydia. “Well…” She looked over at Adam, who was paying no attention. “Uh… I'll call Mr. Shapiro in the morning and let you know what I find out. Thanks so much for joining us. This is really a nice restaurant—and to tell you the truth, the food was better than we usually get in Chicago.” She smiled. Ruth smiled back, thinking, of course, and the bridges here are so much less expensive than that one in Brooklyn, too. Lydia rose.
Adam finally noticed the ladies standing and hurried over. “Are you leaving, Ruth? Would you like me to walk you home?”
“No, thank you, I think I can manage that on my own. Goodnight.” As she passed the cash register Grace raised one eyebrow. Ruth just rolled her eyes and sailed on out the door.
Once she'd escaped into the warm summer night she slowed her pace a bit. The full moon had risen over the trees and the night was so welcoming that after a moment she changed her mind and her course; it would be better for both mind and body to stroll around the square for a while, instead of cutting straight across to get home.
'*'*'
Lydia paid the check, adding a generous tip. Then the partners went out the back door to the parking lot.
“Here, let me drive. I know how strong that sangria can be.” He held out a hand.
“You worry too much.” She rummaged in her handbag and tossed him the keys to the maroon Mercedes. “Ruth seems like a nice girl. I'd think someone as bright as that would have a million other places to go.”
Adam started the car and headed west. “It never occurred to me that she'd stay here. Hell, who knows why anyone does anything? I never thought I'd end up as a businessman. When Ruth and I were dating, sports were my life…”
“Whoa, wait a second. Dating?”
“Oh, crap.” He smacked his palm on the steering wheel. “Didn’t mean to let that out. Uh… well, we started dating when I was a junior and she was a sophomore. I said we were friends because I really didn't want to get into that. I treated her pretty badly and we both know it.”
“Ah.” Lydia looked thoughtful. “Is this going to cause problems?”
There was a long silence. “I don't know. I never talked with her again after the breakup. I have a pretty good idea how she felt, though, because my parents told me that just before they moved out of Lyric—which would have been shortly after Ruth and I broke up—they found my letter jacket on the front lawn, cut to pieces and covered with tire tracks. Someone must have been pretty mad. Or maybe someone's brother. Or both. I don't know.”
“And you never asked.” They sat in silence for a block. “You'll have to mend your fences with her. We need everyone's good will if we're going to carry out this project.”
“Yeah. I'll do my best.” He stopped for a traffic signal, then turned the car onto the highway.
After a minute or two of silence, he said “I wonder what would have happened if Professor Caldwell's Business Essentials hadn't been such an easy A for all the jocks? Did I ever get lucky.”
“Both our luck, partner.” She turned to look out the window. “I think you've made another score—we can do great things for Lyric.”
“I hope so.” And after that, the two of them were silent till they reached the motel on the edge of town. Adam parked the car and he and Lydia wished each other goodnight before they went off to their separate rooms.
The next morning Ruth took one look at herself in the mirror and headed straight for the shower to wash away her restless night. Or at least that was her intention. Charlie jumped off his end of the bed, twining himself around her ankles and purring, which meant she had to make one brief detour. But as soon as the food hit the dish and his nose hit the food, it was “Human? What human?” as far as Charlie was concerned. Ruth laughed as she ran a hand down the cat's back to the end of his fluffy white-tipped tail and left him alone with his breakfast. She wasn't usually a shower singer, but this morning she went through every cheerful song she could think of, trying to get a sense of equilibrium back. By the time she'd finished the third repeat of “I'm Henry the Eighth I Am” she was giggling and life was looking better. The sun was just peeking through her front windows from the east side of the square as she fluffed her hair up to dry, folded the newspaper to the advice columnists and dug into her cornflakes.
A little after 8:30, she scooped up the cat and went down to the store. Chet came in a few minutes later and Ruth listened to his early-morning growling with amusement. Not much chance of having a two-way conversation with him until he'd finished the coffee in the stainless steel Thermos bottle he slammed down on the bench. He brought his own—didn’t trust anyone else in the world to prepare coffee right, and didn’t trust any coffee-making device but the ancient machine in his own kitchen.
While she was waiting for Chet's digestive system to attain the proper maintenance level of caffeine and sugar, she readied the cash register, turned on the lights in the front and unlocked the front door. She'd just gone back to finish up the repairs on the previous day's neglected radio when the door bell chimed.
A compact, muscular blonde man waited by the counter and Ruth greeted him with delight. Kyle Hartmann was a friend of Rick's who'd always been a favorite of hers. Like Rick, he'd kicked around town for a while after graduation, then took off—in his case, to Texas for a couple of years. When he returned, he’d opened up a small feed, seed and farm-implement store on the south side of town and seemed to be doing well.
“Hiya Kyle, what's up?”
“Oh, not much.” He lifted two battered, dusty six-foot fluorescent light fixtures onto the counter. “Could you or Chet take a look at these? I bought a bunch of ‘em at a damaged-freight place down in Davenport over the weekend. Figured it'd take too long to check all of them out, so I brought the two worst-looking ones. If these work I figure I got a chance the others will too.”
Ruth ran a fingertip over the filthy white-enameled metal and brushed the resulting layer of ick off onto her apron. “Not much can really go wrong with a fluorescent light. If the ballast and starter work and the light sockets aren't damaged they should do OK. Do you need these back right away?”
“Oh shoot, no. I gotta figure out where I'm gonna put ‘em first. Why don't you just give me a call when you're done? I might even have some extras left over if you want to put them up by the famous fan.” He grinned and winked at her.
Ruth laughed. “Just what this place needs, more dead junk hanging from the ceiling. Our reputation will be ruined.”
“Yeah, but most of us Lyricals got worse reputations of our own, don’tcha know. Hey listen, I gotta run. Just give me a call when those things are ready, OK?”
“No problem.” She waved goodbye and wrestled the light fixtures back through the curtain one by one.
It took only about half an hour after that to fix yesterday’s radio and the control unit for a remote-controlled dragster. She was running the little car around the obstacle course of junk on the floor of the workshop when the bell over the front door chimed again. Thinking that it might be the car owner's mother coming in to pick it up, she aimed the bright yellow racer at the curtain and followed close behind it.
Today Lydia wore white sandals, white slacks and a lacy pink cotton short-sleeved sweater. Ruth hastily scooped up the racer and put it on the counter with its controller. “Oh—Lydia, I thought you were Billy’s mother come to pick up the car.”
Lydia laughed. “I'm afraid not. Although I wouldn't mind having something like that to play with. I'll bet—Billy?—will be pleased to see his car on the racetrack again.”
Ruth smiled. “This kind of repair work is fun. If Billy just remembers not to stomp on the controller when the car crashes it'll work just fine.”
“Do you do all the repairs yourself?”
“Oh no, just the easy ones. Like I said last night, I'm still a beginner. Chet does the complicated stuff. He's the real Wizard in Wizardry, but don't tell him I said so.”
“I heard that!” came echoing out of the back, and both women laughed. Ruth put the car and its controller in a paper bag and set it on the pickup shelf.
Lydia opened her handbag and took out a leather-covered address book. “I tried calling Mr. Shapiro earlier this morning but he wasn't in. If you don't mind, I'd like to try again. May I use your phone?”
“Sure.” She pointed to an ancient pay phone on the wall beside the counter. Lydia reached into her handbag again.
Ruth spoke up quickly. “Oh no, it doesn't take coins. Rick found it in a junk store and fixed it and put it up there as a joke.” Would Lydia spot the real joke, a small bell-shaped frame on the phone's face plate, holding a photo of William Shatner dressed as Captain Kirk over the legend Iowa Bill?
But if Lydia noticed anything she gave no sign. Ruth shrugged. So much for Rick's sense of humor and Captain Kirk's Iowa home town. She snagged a broom from just inside the curtain and went out front to sweep the sidewalk.
Charlie was already curled in a neat circle on the turntable of the old Victrola, eyes closed, basking. Ruth tapped on the glass. The cat merely twitched the tip of his tail. ‘Hmf,” said Ruth. “Guess I've been told, you dumb cat.”
She swept some leaves into the street and tossed some candy wrappers and a paper cup into the city’s wastebasket on the corner, wishing she too could spend a little time basking somewhere. Fat chance. There just weren't enough broken appliances in the county to finance a vacation. And here were Adam and Lydia, far from home, rolling in money, up to who knows what… She swung the broom fiercely down the walk, nearly clipping an elderly lady passing by. By the time apologies had been made and ruffled feathers smoothed, she could see that Lydia had hung up the phone and was waiting by the counter.
“Well,” said Lydia, as Ruth slipped back inside, “there's a mystery here. Mr. Shapiro said he sent three or four letters, since he thought that a letter would be, as he put it, 'more like legal than a phone call.' He said he hadn't gotten any answer so he figured you'd had no comments. But when I said that you'd told me you hadn't heard a thing, he said ‘No, I sent 'em to the boy. He runs the place.' I gather that by 'the boy' he means your brother?”
“Ohhh…” Ruth's mouth twitched. “Mr. Shapiro is, uh, kind of old-fashioned. Rick was the one who started the shop and I guess Mr. Shapiro still thinks he's the owner even though Rick told him he was leaving and I've been running the place for years now.” She thought for a moment. “I bet I know what happened.” She put the broom back inside the door to the workroom and ran her hands through her hair. “Rick's on a submarine and he's out to sea for months at a time. Cathy at the Post Office must have seen his name on the envelopes and just merrily forwarded everything to his FPO address. So I guess Mr. Shapiro actually did tell the boy.” She shrugged.
“Ah. That would certainly explain it. Well, at least in the future you can be sure your landlords will know who you are.”
Yeah, I'll bet, Ruth thought, picturing Adam.
Lydia put her address book back in her purse and snapped it shut. “I have some errands to run now, but I'd like to talk with you about some of the plans that we have, since we got sidetracked last night. Could you possibly meet me for lunch? Is there some nice quiet place where we could talk a while?”
“Sure, if we go to the coffee shop after one o'clock, there's almost never anyone in there. Would that be all right?”
“The coffee shop? I… Oh, I suppose that would do. It's just around the corner, isn't it?”
“Is that not good for you? We could try the steak house.”
“Oh no, no, the coffee shop will be fine. I'll see you a little after one, then.”
Ruth watched her visitor walk off across the street, then leaned back against the counter and scratched her head, frowning. Something wasn't right, but she couldn't quite put a finger on it.
Chet came through the curtain. “What on earth did that dame want?”
“Lunch, I guess, so she can tell me what they're planning. I hope we don’t get sidetracked again like we did last night—I’d really like to know what she’s up to.”
“I heard she's working with that no-good Adam Talbott. Never liked that boy. Always too darn full of himself.”
Ruth reflected sourly on the efficiency of the Lyric grapevine. “That's exactly the kind of thing that drives me nuts. Telephone, telegraph, tell a neighbor. Nobody in this hick town has any privacy!”
“Don't you get all huffy with me. Not my fault people talk.”
“You're right. I'm sorry. It's not you I'm mad at. But if you've heard about Adam then half the town's heard about Adam and I'll bet half of them call us up and ask me about Adam and I'm not interested in spending half the day talking about you know who!” She wiped her hands on her apron and sighed. “Are you about done with the Allisons' stereo so I can call Miriam and tell her to come get it? If I'm going to be tied up on the phone all morning I'd better get busy.”
Chet refused to be diverted. “I'll get to the stereo in a minute. Long's we're taking a break, there's something I been meaning to talk to you about. You remember my nephew Eddie? Big guy? Senior in high school this fall?”
Ruth made a noncommittal sound. She remembered Eddie all right.
“Well, reason I bring it up is, he's in with the wrong crowd. And my sister, she thinks he might be taking drugs. Worries her to death. So what I thought was I'd try to find something to keep him busy for an hour or so in the afternoons, maybe come in and help get this place cleaned up, maybe teach him to fix things. Thought I'd check with you first before I roped him in here, though.”
“Uh… Chet, I'd love to help out, but…”
“Now don't you worry about paying him. I'll take care of that. I figure he'll think a few bucks an hour is better than nothing. This way you get the junk cleaned up, I get some help and Eddie gets some money and gets away from those punks he's been hanging out with. Be willing to try it out for a week or so?”
“Do you think he really is on drugs? Because if he is…” she waved a hand around at the contents of the shop.
“Nah. My sister, she’s always thinking the worst. She’s been raising Eddie all alone since he was five years old and he’s been a handful all his life. Far as I can tell, about all he does is drink beer when he thinks he can get away with it.” He stopped for a moment and then said, “Besides, fact is, there ain’t anything back here that’d be worth stealing.”
Ruth had to ruefully admit to herself that this was true. “Oh… well, all right, Chet,” she said.
“I’ll keep an eagle eye on him anyway, don’t you worry. Ain’t the kid been born can outsmart me.”
Ruth knew this was true as well. “When do you want him to start?”
“Thought I'd catch him today. He's just been hanging round the bowling alley, cruising with his friends and what-not. I'm going to call my sister, get her to send him on over here when he gets home. How's that sound?”
She sighed. “Whatever. But Chet…”
“Problem?”
“No. Not really.”
She must not have sounded like she believed that, though, because Chet immediately tried to reassure her. “Don't you worry, Ruthie. He's not a bad kid, once you get him away from those friends of his. We'll be all right.”
The rest of the morning passed quickly. They each took care of several small repairs and Ruth spent about an hour making what should have been five minutes' worth of phone calls to ask people to come pick things up. As she’d predicted, everyone asked how Adam Talbott was doing these days. It was very hard to carry on a pleasant chat through gritted teeth.
Finally she was ready to go get cleaned up for lunch. Chet was already munching on a rather drippy tuna-salad sandwich he'd pulled out of a crumpled paper bag. Between bites, he wagged a rosin-stained finger at her. “You take care of yourself with that lady.”
“Oh Chet. Don't be such a worrywart!”
“Don't you get all ‘Oh Chet’ with me. There's times when a body needs a few friends to look after 'em.”
Ruth sighed. “I know. I'm sure everyone on the square will be keeping an eye on me the whole time. It's just that I wish they wouldn't.”
'*'*'
Lydia was waiting for her in front of the coffee shop. “I’m glad you could make it. What do you recommend for lunch?”
“Oh, anything that doesn't look like it'll bite back,” Ruth deadpanned. Lydia frowned, then realized that Ruth was teasing her.
“No, ah, rattlesnake specials or fried cowboy boots?” They both laughed as Ruth pushed open the doors.
Only three people still sat at the glass-topped tables in the front, munching the last remnants of lunch or dawdling over cups of coffee. The ceiling fans lazily circulated the aroma of burgers, onion rings, fries, mustard, coffee and pie. Lydia looked around rather dubiously. The waitress was deep in conversation with a man at the counter and didn't look their way. “Do we need to wait to be seated?”
“Not this time of day,” said Ruth. A few clanks and rattles came from the direction of the kitchen. The man at the counter got up and ambled toward them and the waitress waved at Ruth and made a “be right with you” gesture. “Why don't you pick a table?”
Lydia mulled over the choices and then headed for a booth in the back by the windows, well away from the few lingering diners. The two women sat down and picked up smudged plastic-covered menus from a wire rack that also held ceramic salt and pepper shakers, a glass sugar container and small, well-used plastic squirt bottles of ketchup and barbecue sauce. Ruth pointed out several choices on the menu that tasted considerably better than the owner's literary skills might imply.
The waitress bustled over. Lunch ordered, Lydia reached across the table and patted Ruth on the hand. “Ruth, I like you,” she said quietly, “and I'm sorry you were surprised by the sale of your building. I hope I can make it up to you, because we have some wonderful plans for Lyric. May I ask you, please, not to talk about any of what I'm going to tell you?”
Surprised, Ruth said “Sure, but if this is going to be something wonderful, why the secret?”
“It's just that it involves some important business plans that aren't quite final yet. I would hate to raise people's hopes too early, that's all. I would really appreciate it if you'd keep this completely to yourself. It's very important.”
“I'll do my best.” Why on earth is she talking about it in a public place if she doesn't want it spread all over town? Again she had the uneasy feeling that something just didn't add up.
The waitress brought their orders. “Hey Ruth, did you hear what happened at Dr. Ryan's office the other day?”
“Uh, no, Jolene, I didn't. Can you, um, tell me about it later?”
“No problem. But just wait'll you hear… You'll just never be-lieve… Oh! Aren't you the lady who's here in town with Adam Talbott? I didn't recognize you before.”
“Why, ah, yes,” said Lydia, with a rather excessively toothy smile.
“Thought so,” said the waitress. “Nice to meet you.”
“Nice to, ah, meet you too,” said Lydia. She looked at Ruth with a raised eyebrow as the waitress bustled off to take care of another table.
“You'll get used to it in time,” said Ruth. “People are curious. Nobody means any harm, but word does travel.” She took a bite of her club sandwich.
“Hmmm, yes, so I see.” Lydia's tone was sour. “Perhaps this isn't the place to talk about this after all. Maybe I should have been more specific—I gather my idea of a 'quiet place for lunch' doesn't quite mesh with yours.”
“This is about the quietest place there is, once the lunch rush has passed. If you'd asked me where we could eat in a public place in a soundproof room I would have told you there was no such thing in Lyric.”
“Oh, I didn't mean—” She looked down and poked at her Chinese chicken salad with her fork. “I mean, I just had hopes of going someplace where people wouldn't eavesdrop.”
Ruth shifted in her seat and tried not to let her growing irritation show on her face. “Nobody's eavesdropping, Lydia. But people can't exactly switch their ears off. If you'd wanted to talk with me absolutely privately I do wish you'd said so. I could have made lunch for us in my apartment easily enough, or ordered something in. Let's get to the point. What is all this 'top secret' stuff anyway? And why involve me?”
“Because we need your help. You're a part of this community and a friend of Adam's.”
Ruth dropped her sandwich on her plate and put both hands flat on the table, eyebrows at maximum elevation.
Lydia hurried on. “I know, I know. I guess 'friend' isn't the word for it at the moment. But we did make part of our plans based on the knowledge that your brother owned the store. And we do hope that you can help us.”
Ruth took a deep breath and let it out slowly. If they really thought she was going to help Adam Talbott do anything but get out of town with all deliberate speed, preferably thoroughly sticky, well feathered and sitting on a rail…
Lydia pointed at something in midair with the tines of her fork. “Let me give you some idea of what we plan to do. Lyric could be… aii!” The fork clanged onto the tabletop and she clapped her napkin over her mouth. She hadn't heard the waitress, coffee carafe in hand, approaching her from behind, and the sudden appearance had caught her completely by surprise.
“Everything all right with you ladies?” Jolene looked curiously at Lydia, whose face had flushed dark red.
Ruth quickly said “We're fine. Would you like some coffee, Lydia?” Lydia, making quite a show of dabbing her mouth with the napkin, waved her other hand in a negative gesture. Ruth gave the waitress a surreptitious thumbs-up beside the table where Lydia couldn’t see. “Guess we don't need anything right now.”
“OK, ladies, just call me if you do.” She backed up a few steps and raised an eyebrow at Lydia's back. Ruth gave the barest shake of her head in response. Lydia, now making an elaborate production out of smoothing her napkin out in her lap again, missed the quick exchange. Jolene sat down on a stool next to the cash register and opened a thick paperback book.
Ruth stifled a sigh as she glanced at her watch and started eating again. Sandwich or no sandwich it was getting close to time she should get back to work.
“Isn't there anywhere in town we can eat and talk privately?” Lydia's voice was petulant. “All I wanted was to have a conversation without every blessed cook and waitress in town listening in.”
Ruth swallowed the bite of sandwich and took a sip of her drink. “I guess not,” she said, “unless you want to take your chances with my cooking in my apartment and trust me not to bug the place. I'm sorry, but we just don't have enough wheeler-dealers in Lyric to make the isolation-booth business profitable.”
Lydia drummed her perfectly-manicured fingernails on the table. “I can see this is not the time and place to get into specifics. But I would like to say that we've done some studies and we've made some plans, and if we all work together we can make quite a difference for Lyric. That's the basics. And quite frankly, I think Lyric needs our help.”
Ruth's patience was at an end. “Lydia, what on earth— You haven't been in Lyric for so much as a week, and you're saying it needs—” She cleared her throat. “How do you know what Lyric needs? And for that matter, what gives you the idea that this town needs your kind of 'help'?”
“It's true that I haven't been in Lyric long, but Adam used to live here, and—”
That did it. “Adam Talbott lived in this town for less than five years,” Ruth snapped. “He left for college twelve years ago and he never once came back. Nobody in Lyric ever heard one word from him till now, so what makes you think he knows any more about it than you do?”
“He said things haven't changed much—”
“Oh, he did, did he? And how the hell would he know?” Ruth slid to the outside end of the booth bench, trying to keep from losing her cool completely. She was grimly pleased to note that behind them all conversation in the room had come to a dead stop.
Lydia tried for a soothing tone of voice. “Ruth, please don't get so upset. When you've seen more of the world you'll understand that progress doesn't always come in the forms we expect it to.”
“I've seen rather more of the world than you think, Lydia. Are you two planning on buying up the whole square, or what?”
“Oh, no, just a… “Her mouth snapped shut. “No. Just… No.”
Ruth's eyebrows felt like they'd gone halfway to the back of her head. “Oh really? Just what? Would you care to elaborate on that, Ms. Caldwell?”
“No. No, I would not. And I can see quite clearly that our conversation has come to an end. Thank you for your time.” She scooped up her handbag, took out a bill and tossed it on the table, slid out of the booth and turned to the other people in the restaurant. Her voice was not loud, but it carried. “And I hope you all enjoyed the show. May it provide a month's entertainment for you.”
Ruth watched the older woman's brisk and surprisingly dignified march out of the restaurant. As the door closed behind her the soft buzz of conversation began again, with an undercurrent of laughter. Jolene scurried over.
“What on earth was that all about?”
“I couldn't begin to explain it. I just hope she left you enough to cover lunch.”
The waitress picked up the crumpled bill from the table. “My gosh, I should hope so, this is a fifty! Do you think she wants her change back?”
“I have no idea. Probably not. She's rich enough to afford a good tip. I’d say keep the change.” She took a deep breath and let it out with a sigh. “Can you wrap up my sandwich and put a lid on this drink? I need some fresh air before I go back to work.”
'*'*'
She crossed the street to the grassy center of the square, slipped off her shoes and socks and plopped down on a bench, bare feet swinging, while she finished her lunch. Then she made a perfect two-pointer into a wire wastebasket with the sandwich wrapper and cup and set off walking around the perimeter of the square, working out the tensions of the morning. The grass felt surprisingly cool under her bare feet. She stopped at the corner across from the shop and bent over to touch her toes, then sat down on the grass to slip her socks and sneakers back on. By the time she reached the front door of Electronic Wizardry, she was feeling pretty good.
Two steps inside the door she stopped dead in her tracks. Adam Talbott was standing next to the counter talking with Chet. Chet looked grumpier than usual.
“Hi Ruth,” Adam said with a smile, “I was just asking about you. Chet said you'd gone to lunch with Lydia. If I'd known she was going to invite you to lunch I would have asked if I could come along.” He paused and looked from Ruth to Chet and back again. “Since I missed the chance to join you for lunch, would you like to have dinner with me tonight?”
Ruth couldn't believe her ears. “No, I wouldn't be interested,” she said coldly. “And now if you'll excuse us, Chet and I have quite a lot of work to do this afternoon. I've taken too much time away from the job as it is.” She brushed past him, went around the counter and through the curtain into the workshop. The good feeling had thoroughly evaporated. Wait a second…
She pushed back through to the front. “Adam, tell me, just exactly why did you and Lydia come to Lyric? The truth.”
“Didn't she tell you? We're doing some geological studies. I think there's a good chance of finding some valuable minerals around here.”
Ruth snorted. Chet laughed outright. “Oh sure, tell me another one,” he said. “Minerals. This county doesn't have one damn thing that's valuable buried out there, unless there's money in cowflops.”
Adam brushed back his hair with one hand and leaned an elbow on the counter. “Last time this county was thoroughly surveyed was in the forties, and they didn't find anything then. And nobody's had the ambition to look for anything since. But I've got some geologists coming in, some people who really know their business, and…”
Ruth cut him off. “Is that what Lydia meant by 'studies' at lunch today? Geologists?”
“Uh, sure, that's it.”
“Mmmm-hmmm. Geologists. Right.” She turned to go back to the workshop.
“Ruth?”
“What, Adam, I've got work to do!”
He cleared his throat. “OK. Look, can I trust you two?” Ignoring the supremely skeptical looks on both faces, he lowered his voice. “Truth is, the story about mineral exploration is just a cover. We've found reliable information that leads us to believe that Jean-Claude Mercredi's treasure is buried somewhere in the county, I'm not at liberty to say where.”
Ruth and Chet looked at each other and burst out laughing. Ruth leaned up against the counter and whooped, and Chet slapped a palm against the side of the cash register and pointed at Adam, tears running down his face. Adam folded his arms and scowled. “All right, don't believe me. But it's there.”
Ruth sniffled and wiped her eyes. “Oh… geez, Adam, don't tell me you fell for that old story about the crazy Frenchman and the governor's gold. What'd you do, buy one of those genuine treasure maps out of the back of some men's magazine?” She started laughing again. “Oh please!”
His face reddened. “All right, fine, and now I suppose you're going to spread it all over town!”
“Love to, boy,” said Chet, somewhat breathlessly, “but you're gonna have enough trouble convincing people you're not a total dip without that. Nah, we'll just keep it to ourselves for the next time everything goes wrong and we need a good laugh. Now you go on about your business. Jean-Claude Mercredi, oh my God…”
Adam whirled and stalked out, yanking the door shut behind him. But the minute he was out of view of the window his face lit up with a big grin.
Ruth wiped her eyes with the back of her hand and went back to her bench, still chuckling. Chet pushed through the curtain a moment later. “That boy's worse off than I thought, Ruthie.”
“Yeah.” She tapped the handle of a screwdriver absently against the bench. “But you know, I still have a funny feeling about all this. This business about the minerals and the treasure hunting just doesn't fit in with the way Lydia was acting at lunch. Now, maybe she was just acting, but she let slip that they were planning on buying up something around here. I asked her if they planned on grabbing everything on the square and she said 'No, just…' and then clammed up. And the worst part is, I can't tell if she was putting on an act or not. I'm inclined to think not, but I just don't know.”
“Ehh. I think the two of 'em are just shining everyone on so they can have a little fling out here in the boonies where they think they can get away with it. Fat lot they know, but there it is as far as I'm concerned.”
Ruth considered. “Mmmm. Could be, but I don't think even Adam is stupid enough to try that.”
“Talk about stupid, I bet that dame thinks if she’s seen talking with you enough, people will start to believe you’re in cahoots with her.”
Ruth snorted. “Let her go on thinking that. It just means that much less time till she gets a big fat pie in the face.”
'*'*'
Eddie, all six feet, hundred and ninety pounds of him, arrived at four that afternoon, his black hair suspiciously clean and his expression more than a little surly. His uncle didn't give him much chance to sulk. Within five minutes of his arrival he was steadily, if sullenly, picking up rolls of wire from the floor and stacking them neatly on a shelf in the back. Ruth tried to stay busy on her own side of the shop; beyond greeting Eddie when he came in, she wasn't sure what to say to him.
“Good work, boy. Reason I wanted all them rolls moved, wanted you to have space to sit here by me. I'm gonna teach you how to solder.”
“Aww, Uncle Chet—”
Whatever Eddie had started to say was cut off as if by a guillotine. Ruth hadn't dared watch, but she knew from experience that an industrial strength glare had been called into action. Probably now would be a good time for her to find something to do out front.
As she finished wiping down the top of the counter with glass cleaner, the door banged open and two young men in torn cutoffs, sweaty tank tops and backwards-facing baseball caps slouched in. Ruth blinked. “Can I—”
“Eddie here?”
“He's busy right now. If you'd like to talk with him I'm afraid you'll have to come back—"
“I wanna see Eddie now, man. He in there?” The young man started to walk through the opening in the counter toward the curtained doorway. Ruth stepped over and blocked his way.
Amazed at how calm her own voice sounded, she looked the young man right in the eye and said “Sorry, you can't go back there. Employees only. You can come by at closing time if you want to talk with Eddie.”
“Look, you—”
Chet shoved the curtain aside and stood in the doorway, slapping a large pipe wrench into the palm of his hand. “I suggest you take your business elsewhere, sonny. Eddie's busy learnin' somethin', which is more than I can say for you two baboons. Duane, Aaron, your folks know you're loose?” Snorts from the teenagers. Chet snorted back. “You two get lost before I have the cops come pick up what's left of you.”
“You don't scare me, old man—” the boy started, but his companion butted in.
“C'mon, Duane, it ain't worth it. We'll come back and see Eddie later.” The two teens stood and looked at each other for a moment, and then snickered.
“Yeah, we'll come back at closing time.” They sauntered out of the store, middle fingers held high.
Ruth sagged against the counter. “Thanks, Chet.”
“That's what I'm here for, Ruthie. And I'm betting those monkeys don't even bother to come back. They wouldn't know what to do with an educated friend. Now let's all get back to work.”
They pushed back through the curtain and nearly ran over Eddie by the doorway. “Hey, man, those were my friends. I can talk to them if I want to.” He tipped his chin up in his best imitation of a cool-tough stare.
Chet slapped the pipe wrench into an open palm again. “Not on my time, boy. Now you sit down over there and let's get back to business.” Uncle glared at nephew. Nephew put up just enough resistance to save face and then stomped back over and plopped himself down on the stool. Chet followed, set the wrench down against one leg of the bench and picked up his soldering iron. Ruth wiped her damp palms on her shop apron, shook her head and got back to her own repairs.
Released from the store at closing time, Eddie zipped out the back door, looked around to find no one waiting for him and loped off toward the courthouse park. Ruth watched him leave and shook her head. “Are you sure this is going to be a good idea, Chet? I don't want to have to do battle with every teenage loser in town every day while Eddie's working here.”
“It'll be all right, Ruthie. I know who those boys are and who their parents are, and they know I know. If I let the mayor know his precious Aaron’s a juvenile delinquent, he’ll take care of it in no time flat. I think maybe I'll make a few phone calls, see if I can't line up a few more part-time jobs. Who knows, I might just be the man who cleans up Lyric.”
She laughed. “I hope you're right, Marshal Walker.”
'*'*'
Ruth slipped her supper dishes into the water in the sink. It was still too warm to think about actually washing them. She leaned her elbows on the box fan whirring away in the front window and looked out over the square in twilight. How peaceful it all seemed, how stubbornly immune to any real ripples in the current of life. Was this where she wanted to spend the rest of her days? Or was it finally time to think of moving on, starting over, finding a place where no one had known her forever?
What a time to get philosophical. The day must have been longer and warmer than she'd thought. She pulled her tank top out and let the fan's breeze play over bare skin. Maybe there'd be a good junk movie on TV tonight, some old cheesy science fiction movie or maybe one of those Abrahams-Zucker comedies.
She plopped down in a chair and leafed idly through the TV listings, but found nothing sufficiently rotten or dumb or amusing enough to justify taking her little TV out of the antique trunk that usually hid it and hooking it up to the cable. She tossed the magazine aside and stretched, then turned the chair so she was facing the breeze from the fan.
So what was she going to do about the Adam Talbott Situation? Like it or not, it looked like she'd be dealing with him one way or another till he made up his mind to get out of town. And Lydia. Now there was one strange lady. What were those two up to?
She settled herself more comfortably in the chair. Could someone from a big city really be so ignorant or stupid as to think that a restaurant in a small town was a good place to talk about matters that she wanted kept entirely confidential? Ruth scratched her head and twisted her hair up into a knot on top to get it off her neck. No. That whole thing had to have been done deliberately.
So, if Lydia's performance at lunch today hadn't been outright stupidity but in fact a very clever act, then what? What if Lydia had decided to test her out by saying, or almost saying, the kinds of things she thought would be most upsetting? What if Chet’s assessment of Lydia’s motivation was correct?
Ruth mulled that over for a moment. The real question was: Did Adam know everything Lydia had said and done at lunch, because he'd planned it?
She sighed and shook her head. It had been too long a day. She'd just have to think about it some other time. But if those two thought they could play her for a fool, the more fool they.
'*'*'
The man set down one last tray of tiny seedlings. He moved down the aisle between the tables, poking at the soil in the trays to see if the plants needed water. So far so good. This new arrangement was going to work out just great. Another week's work and the room would be absolutely perfect.
He picked up the hose and adjusted the nozzle for a very fine spray, swinging his arm in an arc so that all the plants got misted. Once he'd finished with the seedlings, he twisted the nozzle closed and dragged the hose across the room to the lower tables where the bigger plants were already flourishing in their new home. They were really beautiful, tall, intensely green under the lights, with large fan-shaped sprays of leaves and the buds just beginning to form on top. He'd been worried about the move but it had all gone perfectly and as far as he could tell he hadn't lost a single plant. As he turned the hose back on again he started whistling the theme from “Green Acres.”
Rain sluiced down the front windows. Well, so much for “Sunday go to market.” Ruth moodily swiped the glass to clear the fog where she'd breathed on it.
A flash from somewhere out beyond the other side of the square lit the buildings, briefly. By force of habit, she counted off the seconds. Nine, ten… Ka-rumble. Two miles away. Better not plan on doing anything involving electricity in sustained quantities for the next few hours. In Lyric, one good flash of lightning and the whole town went dark. Everyone talked about fixing the old power system, but somehow no one ever wanted to pay the taxes to do it.
Oh well. Rotten day, a good time to do rotten work. She changed into torn cutoffs and a paint-splattered sweatshirt and pulled her hair back into a ponytail. Nearly an hour later, as she applied the final touches to a fresh coat of wax on the kitchen floor, the phone rang.
“Hi Ruth, it's Adam. I hope I'm not interrupting?”
Oh brother. Tomorrow, so help me, I am getting Caller ID! “Well, as a matter of fact I'm in the middle of cleaning house right now…”
He cut in. “Oh good! Hey listen, I just heard on the radio that the weatherman says the rain should clear up pretty soon. Would you like to hit the hot dog stand with me for dinner tonight and then take in a movie? Just like old times?”
Ruth pulled a chair away from the table and sat down. Old times! Fat chance! But instead of snapping back at him, she steeled herself to be exceptionally, exquisitely, Miss-Manners-ly polite. “No, I really wouldn't be interested, thank you very much for asking. Now, if you'll excuse me please, I have to get back to work. Goodbye.” She reached to put the receiver back on the hook, but Adam's voice came tinnily through the air.
“Wait! Please don’t hang up!”
With a sigh, she brought the phone back to her ear. “What is it, Adam? I really don't have time to spend talking right now.”
“Ruth, please. Look, all I'm asking you to do is have some chili dogs and go see a movie.” A faraway flash lit the window glass; there were a few faint crackles on the phone line. “Just as friends. Nothing more.”
The thought of being stuck in a dark movie theater with… Ick. She shivered. “No, thank you, Adam. And now I really do have to get back to work. Goodbye.” She put the receiver down firmly, giving herself a mental pat on the back for not slamming it into the cradle. Just like old times, hah.
Five seconds later the phone rang again. And again, and again, and again, and… Ruth grabbed her rain poncho from the coat tree, slipped into her flip-flops and went out. She could hear the answering machine pick up, but before the message was done she was all the way down the stairs.
Adam held the receiver in a death grip. “Answer, damn it!” When he heard the machine he slammed down the handset and backhanded the slim Lyric phone book across the motel room.
'*'*'
Flip. Flip. Flip. Flip. Ruth's rubber sandals slapped lightly against her heels as she headed north toward the courthouse park. The rain had almost stopped and the air smelled wonderful, washed clean of dust and full of wet grass and flowers. She took a deep breath and exhaled happily.
She splashed through a puddle, scrunching up her toes to keep her flip-flops on as she covered the last half-block of sidewalk to the park. A few cars went by, their tires spinning trails of water off the street, but it looked like she'd have the park all to herself. She'd always loved coming to the playground after a good rain, when she could swing and swirl to her heart's content without feeling as if she were displacing half the little kids in town. She kicked off her sandals and stuffed them toe first into the large pocket in the front of her poncho. As she turned to look around she could see clear blue sky in the south. She danced on bare toes in wet grass just for the joy of it. Then with a whoop she ran the rest of the way to the swings. It took just a moment to dump water out of a rubber sling seat and fold her poncho under herself to keep her shorts dry, and then she started pumping the swing to the sky. The old metal hinges screeled and moaned at first, but as she gathered momentum they settled down to just an occasional squeak. The long chain links clinked together lightly as she paused at the top of the arc then plunged down again.
Up, pause, down, up, pause, down, high as she could go. Up, and what was Adam up to? Down and back, and why was he back? Up, and what did he want from her, why was he asking her out? Down, and what was Lydia after? Up, and pause, and down again, and why was she ruining a perfectly good swing by worrying about things like that? “I wish I could read minds for just ten minutes,” she muttered, and then she let it go. And back again, and pause, and forward, and feet to the sky, pulling with all her might on the long straight links of the chain.
Then she coasted, holding her feet out straight in front of her, watching the wet green world rise and fall. The swing slowed gradually, and finally when it was only reaching half its ultimate arc she jumped out, soaring to a soft landing on the damp sand. .
'*'*'
Across town, three people stood in the large room full of flourishing marijuana plants. The irrigation system trickled in the background and the whole room smelled like a meadow, with just the very faintest underlay of something burnt. Two of the lights near the back wall flickered and buzzed. One in the center of the room was not quite as bright as the others.
“Boy, this is some setup. You really did a great job on it,” said one man, looking around him.
“Yeah,” grinned the owner, “and here you said it'd never work. I think we can just about double the profits, and best of all, there's no way anyone will know this is down here. No more worries about the cops.”
“No kidding. So, that's the dryer over there?”
“Yeah, come here and I'll show you.” He led the way past the rows of plants to a work area where a large scientific balance scale sat on a stainless steel counter. He patted an oversized commercial clothes dryer beside the counter. “I got this from a coin laundry over in Grinnell that was being torn down for a parking lot. Put its power through one of those big industrial dimmers they took out of the high school when they modernized the stage last year. I can control how fast the motor runs and how hot the air gets.”
One of his companions looked dubiously at the huge Bakelite knob and assembly mounted on the wall. “Are you sure that's safe? I don't think those things are designed to work that way.”
“I think it will—it has so far. I'm not exactly planning to get an electrician to come down here and check on it. And if it blows up, I've got another one of those dryers and six more dimmers in storage. I've got plenty of smoke alarms and this is all concrete, so I don't think there's much danger.”
“You sure you want smoke alarms down here? What if they go off when you're not around? Those guys gonna try to break down the door?”
He waved that off. “C'mon, it's not going to happen.”
Another dubious look. “If you say so.”
“Will you quit worrying? As hard as we worked on this place, nothing's going to go wrong.”
“Whatever. When's the first harvest?”
“Probably in about a week. Be prepared.”
“Oh, we will, we will.”
The three threaded their way back through the plants and tiptoed up the stairs. The owner waved a hand at them for silence as they reached the top. He pressed an ear to the door, listened, heard nothing, grinned and opened the door.
'*'*'
Shortly after noon on Monday, Ruth put down her tools and swiped sweat off her forehead with her forearm for what seemed like the millionth time. It felt like a hundred and five in the workshop even though the old tire-advertisement thermometer on the back wall said only eighty-nine. She flicked the bulb with a finger but the red column didn't budge. “Liar,” she snapped, as if that would help. She glared at it and huffed back to her bench.
But she knew it was no use trying to go back to work on the boom box she'd been pecking away at for the last hour. She'd already soldered the same wire in the same wrong place twice. Time to take a break before she fried the whole thing. Who the heck still wanted a boom box fixed in an MP3 world?
She threw her apron on the bench, hung the “OUT TO LUNCH” sign on the front door, locked up and told Chet she was going outside. Chet was unusually agreeable. “Sure, go ahead. I'm just about done with the TV here. Can't find a darn thing wrong with it. I'm gonna eat lunch just as soon's I get it back together. See you when you get back.”
The breeze made it seem cooler outside, even though the sun was directly overhead in a nearly cloudless sky and the clock-thermometer on the bank was blinking ninety-three. There had to be some way she could persuade Chet to quit being so stubborn and fix that stupid ceiling fan. She started off around the grassy center-square at an easy trot, threading a path through the clusters of shiny green-painted park benches and small circular brick planters. By the time she'd gotten halfway around she was feeling a lot sunnier about life in general. She danced on the grass and waved to a couple of friends who were window-shopping in the shade of a store's awning across the street. They waved back, and beckoned to her to join them. She scooted across the crosswalk.
And was immediately greeted with “Hi Ruth, I hear good old Adam Talbott's back in town.”
Ruth had to laugh. “I might have known. I've spent more time talking about that guy these past few days than I have in ten years. So what else have you heard?”
Amy exploded, “You're asking us? We were going to ask you! ”
“Oh great. Since when did I become the source of all knowledge? Don't you guys know anything?”
“Hey, you're the one who's actually seen him. All we know is what we hear from every old biddy in town—especially the ones who just never gossip.”
Ruth sighed. “Well, go on, what's the latest dirt?”
Carolyn pushed her sunglasses back up into place and considered. “Well,” she said, “my mom heard he was going to open up some kind of offices here in town. I'm surprised you haven't heard all about it from Eleanor, because apparently Ron from her office took Adam and that woman to look at that empty building across from the library, the one where the kite store used to be, and it sounds like they're going to buy it.”
“Huh,” said Amy, pushing her shiny black bangs out of her face and mopping her forehead with a tissue, “if they're really buying that place they've got their work cut out for them. It's a mess. Old Mrs. McFarlane has been looking to sell it forever.”
“Now that's interesting,” said Ruth. “They want to buy that building from Mrs. McFarlane, and they already bought our building from Mr. and Mrs. Shapiro.”
Carolyn dropped her shopping bag on the sidewalk. “They did what? Are you kidding? Tell me you're kidding.”
“Nope. No kidding. Unfortunately. I thought Mr. Shapiro was going to hang onto that building till the day he died, but obviously not. They must have made him some kind of offer.”
“Geez, that's terrible! Adam Talbott as a landlord. Eeewww, Ruthie. If I were you I'd move, quick.”
“Believe me, I would if I could. I'd have to call in a team of archaeologists to deal with all that stuff in the back first, though. I still can't figure out why they want that building in the first place. And now it's two ratty old buildings. It just doesn't make any sense.”
“Well, if it were my store and my luck, they'd be looking to tear the whole place down. Be glad you're not me,” Amy said with a wry smile.
Ruth sighed. “Yeah, I’ve been thinking the same thing. I can't see how owning our building 'as is' would be profitable for them, especially if they paid enough to change Mr. Shapiro's mind about hanging onto it forever. That's what's got me worried.”
Carolyn cut right to the real topic of interest. “So tell us, Ruth, what's that woman like?”
“Well, uh, she's blonde, she has nice clothes, she's older than Adam and she's married, that's about all I can say.” She shrugged.
Her two friends snickered. “Well,” said Amy, “he must be doing something right if he could get her to follow him all the way out here in the sticks.”
“Chet had pretty much the same idea. Speaking of which, I'd better go eat lunch so I can get back to work. He’s probably already wondering where I am."
“Honestly, Ruth, you'd think Chet ran the place and not you.”
Ruth laughed. “What do you mean think? He does! And on top of everything else he's got his nephew working for us now.”
“Oh Lord,” said Carolyn, pushing damp blonde curls away from her plump face. “You mean Eddie? Eddie the gang wannabee? Poor you!” She patted Ruth sympathetically on the shoulder.
“So far he hasn't been so bad, knock on wood.” She rapped her forehead lightly with her knuckles. “Chet's mostly had him cleaning up in the shop. Heaven knows it needed it.”
“You beat me to it, Ruthie.” Laughter all around. But then Amy got serious. “Listen, though, you be careful. I'll bet the only reason he's cleaning up is so he can find out what's worth stealing. Me, I'd be calling the cops to check his pockets every night before he went home.”
“That’s the very first thing I thought of when Chet asked about having Eddie come in. Chet said he'd keep an eye on him and so far he has. Oh well,” she shrugged, “who knows, maybe I'll just take off for the South Pacific and it'll be Chet and Eddie's Electronic Emporium and they can worry about the rent.”
“Still looking to get out of here?” Carolyn shook her head. “That's what we all say, but we never leave. And hey, on top of everything else, hasn't anyone else noticed that here we've been out of high school all these years and nobody's ever talked about a reunion?”
“My how time flies.” Ruth snorted. “Sometimes it seems like we're all just coasting.”
“Well, why don't we do something about it?”
Ruth smiled. “Good question. Why don't we all do a little asking around and see what people think?”
“Sounds like a plan. Why don't you come over sometime this weekend and we'll figure something out?”
“Sure. Maybe we'll be able to salvage something out of this summer after all.”
By the time she rounded the corner toward the back door of the shop she was already making mental lists of people to call. This might be just the thing to take her mind off what Adam and Lydia were up to, and give her something constructive to do.
Chet was sitting at his bench drinking coffee, the remains of his lunch mixed in among bits and pieces of the insides of the television set he'd been working on.
“It's a wonder we don't get complaints about tuna fish in the picture tube, Chet.”
He chuckled. “This old TV, might improve it some. I sure couldn't find anything wrong with it otherwise. You might's well eat your lunch now if you haven't already, because I doubt Jerry's mom is going to let him have that boom box back any time soon. Fact is, when she brought it in she asked me could we keep it at least a month.”
Ruth laughed. “In that case I will definitely eat my lunch. I was just talking to Carolyn Charles and Amy Kim and we came up with the idea of a class reunion. I was going to write down some names and think about who's got the patience of a saint and more time on their hands than they know what to do with.”
“Tough assignment any time.” Chet crumpled the wax paper his sandwich had been wrapped in and flipped it into the wastebasket. “Well, I got another TV waiting for me after I finish this one, so I better get busy. You go ahead and eat and I'll open up the door and watch the counter.”
'*'*'
Thursday afternoon, with Chet and Eddie excavating deep inside a VCR behind her, Ruth sat down at her bench and looked at the carcass of an ancient wooden-cased table radio that had been brought in by an elderly friend of her mother's. Although she had cheerfully assured Mrs. Lewis that she'd do her best, after looking at the battered, water-stained remains she wasn't so sure.
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