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One

 


"That's it, Uncle Huey!" Imogene Duckworthy
whipped off her apron and flung it onto the slick, stainless steel
counter. "I quit!" If only her voice didn’t sound so young. Her
order pad, pencil, even the straws skittered out of their pouches
and across the floor. She took a step back, her shoes sticking to
the trod-upon-after-lunch debris of squished lettuce, blobs of
gravy, and bits of unidentifiable brown stuff.

"You can't quit, darlin'," drawled Uncle Huey
in that thin, nasal voice that made him seem six inches shorter
than his five-ten. "You're family." He dipped a scoop of mashed
potatoes onto a plate, ladled thick brown gravy on top, and handed
it to the cook.

"I'm not working double shifts again next
week." Immy hoped she sounded serious. Mature. Convincing.

"Well, you'll just have to, won't you? Since
Xenia just quit on me today, you and April are all the waitresses
I've got left."

Clem, the portly cook, piled the hot plate
with thick slabs of meatloaf, spooned green beans beside them, and
shoved it into April's waiting hands. Immy hadn't eaten lunch yet,
and the oniony smell of the meatloaf kicked up some saliva under
her tongue. She watched April swing through the double doors and
glimpsed the whitewashed dining room full of scarred wooden tables
and chairs, almost empty of customers now.

She’d worked and played in this restaurant
her entire twenty-two years. It had been started by her
grandparents and handed down to her father and her uncle. Since her
father’s death, of course, Uncle Huey had run it alone.

Would she miss this place? Maybe, but she was
quitting anyway.

Immy pounded her fist on the work counter.
Hugh Duckworthy jumped. "No, Uncle Huey. April is all you've got
left, and if you'd kept your mitts to yourself, you'd still have
Xenia." Immy's hands shook as she snatched her purse and jacket
from her cubby, but she succeeded in stomping out the back door of
the diner, past the cook and busboy who were staring open-mouthed.
Aside from troublesome customers, she didn't talk back to people
often, even when she wanted to.

Uncle Huey may have been her father's
brother, but he was a first class jerk.

In the alley she paused beside the dumpster.
Leaned against the sun-warmed metal. Gulped a big breath of relief.
And choked on the stench of rotting vegetables. She moved a little
farther from the dumpster for her next breath and collapsed against
the brick wall, trembling in the aftermath of her bravery.

Immy closed her eyes and let the Texas sun
soak into her upturned face, willing it to calm her. She turned her
mind to the future. A purchase was waiting for her in Wymee Falls,
but she had no transportation to pick it up. What should she do
now? She tried to focus.

"What in the hell got into you, Immy?"

Her eyes flew open at the sound of the deep
voice. Baxter, one of Huey's two busboys, emptied a bin of food
scraps into the dumpster, plunked it onto the alley paving, and
strolled over to stand a couple of feet from her. Her pulse raced
at the closeness of his lean, hard body. Damn, that man was
handsome.

Immy had had a crush on Baxter Killroy since
he started to work in the diner two and a half years ago, even
though he was at least ten years older than Immy, mid-thirties.

"I never heard you talk back to the boss like
that before."

That lazy smile drew her closer. She pushed
off the brick wall and took a step toward him. Her mind always
messed up in front of a handsome man. "Well, I guess I never did
before."

"Gotta admire that in a woman. That's spunk,
Immy."

She glowed at his approval, feeling her face
flush. She didn't think Baxter had ever thought of her as a woman
before. To avoid falling into those deep, dark eyes, she looked
over Baxter's shoulder. On the other side of the dumpster stood two
pickups, Huey's and Baxter's. An idea formed.

"Say, I have a little problem," she said.
"You don't suppose I could borrow your pickup to go into Wymee
Falls, do you?"

He shrugged. "Don't see why not. I'm tied up
here until the end of my shift, since I'm not quitting today. It
needs gas. Can you bring it back full and have it here by closing?"
He reached into his back jeans pocket and tossed her the keys.

Immy surprised herself by catching them.

"Hey," said Baxter. "You catch pretty good
for such a scrawny gal."

She wasn't certain scrawny was a compliment,
but being a good catch was. She'd take what she could get from him.
She climbed into the pickup and backed into the alley, giving
Baxter a wave. As she drove out of Saltlick, she couldn't help
clenching a fist, yelling, "Yee haw," and pounding Baxter's grimy
steering wheel. She was free. She had quit. Little, mousy Immy had
shown gumption. Yes, she had. Even Baxter admired her for it. And
she had an important, secret errand to run. The world was wide open
to her without that job tying her down.

During the noon rush, Immy had watched in
jaw-dropping awe as Xenia whirled on Uncle Huey, who had just
pinched her bottom for the ten thousandth time, smacked his hand,
as usual, then walked out, which had never happened before.

Soon after, when most of the lunch crowd was
gone, something had reared up inside Immy, something she could no
longer deny. It wasn't that she minded hard work. She could sling
hash and run her legs off with the best of them, but that wasn't
what she wanted to do with her life. It didn't coincide with her
burning desire, her goal.

She had talked herself into thinking she
hated working in the diner, hated working for Uncle Huey, hated
waiting tables, period. There was a big, wide world outside
Saltlick, Texas, population one thousand, two hundred, thirty-four,
and it was waiting for Imogene Duckworthy. First step, pick up the
purchase that would be a stepping stone.

It shouldn't be a problem getting another job
to tide her over until she could land her dream position. The Wymee
Falls paper was full of want ads every day, wasn't it? True, she
hadn't looked lately, but it used to be.

She drove toward Wymee Falls, the nearest
sizeable town and the county seat, to pick up the order she had
placed over a week ago. On her way, driving past barbed-wire-fenced
stretches of flat, sparse grassland dotted with distant cattle
herds, she rehearsed what she would tell her mother. She rejected
one scenario after another.

Immy drove past the fake, man-made waterfall
at the edge of town. Her life lately reminded her of that
waterfall, pointlessly going up and down, in and out, over and
over, never making progress. It was time for her to do something
for herself. Days, weeks, months were fleeting past, leaving her in
the dust with a minimum wage job while her dream floated out of
reach, seeming to recede more and more rapidly into the distance.
She was going after that dream before it disappeared.

 


Immy crossed her sparsely grassed West Texas
front yard. The lawn hadn't greened up so early in the season that
passes for spring in these parts. She tiptoed up the steps to the
single-wide and opened the door. After returning Baxter's truck to
the diner, she had walked the short distance home.

"Imogene, dear? Is that you?"

Busted by those ancient, squeaky hinges.

"Yes, Mother," she shouted over the strains
of a soap opera theme. Even though she didn't see Mother in her
recliner, Immy was not going to make it to her bedroom
undetected.

Her mother filled the doorway from the
kitchen, a frown above her wobbling chins. "What are you doing home
this time of day?"

Immy gritted her teeth and smiled. "Uncle
Huey let me go early today, Mother." Her carefully rehearsed excuse
sounded phony as she said it. She was such a lousy liar. Immy
shrugged her sweater off and threw it onto the battered pine bench
next to the door, attempting casual, ordinary movement. Did she
look as stiff as she felt? She also didn't want to tell her mother
where she'd been for the last hour. Mother would not approve of her
purchase.

Her mother's look changed from almost worried
to definitely worried. "What about your remuneration? Will he
compensate you for the remainder of your shift?"

A small knot formed in Immy's stomach. "Um,
sure. I'm sure he will. I'll go back, um, tomorrow and he'll--"

"What aren't you telling me, Imogene? You
know I can always perceive your prevarications."

Big sigh. Yes, she always could. Might
as well fess up. "I, well, I don't work there anymore." Immy
cringed, anticipating the explosion.

"He fired you? He terminated his niece? His
only living relative? That scumbag. Who does he think he is? He's
gonna hear from me, I'll tell ya." Hortense stumped to the hall
closet, shaking the whole trailer, and yanked her jacket off its
hanger.

Immy had previously noticed that her mother's
erudite vocabulary vanished under stress. It made her chuckle
sometimes, but not now. Her stomach roiled around a hard, growing
knot. She had never lied to her mother, except for a small fib or
two, nothing like this.

"Mother, wait."

But Mrs. Hortense Duckworthy was out the
door, stomping down the wooden steps.

"Dammit, listen to me," Immy yelled from the
doorway. "He didn't terminate me, I quit." Whew. That felt good.
Even at her advanced age of twenty-two, Immy wasn't accustomed to
cussing at her mother. Cussing and lying in the same day. She was
going to hell.

When Hortense reached the asphalt road at the
edge of the yard, she stopped, hunched her shoulders, then turned
and called back, "Why the hell did you quit? Where do y'all think
money's gonna come from? The moon?"

"Mother, stop yelling. Come back here, and
I'll tell you about it."

Immy returned to the worn living room and
sagged into the soft couch. Her mother must have refilled the
lemon-scented plug-in recently. Immy could tell because her nose
started to drip. She kicked off her clunky waitress shoes and
lifted a foot into her lap to rub her aching arch.

The television emitted her mother's soap
opera at full volume. Immy dully watched a heartbroken man pleading
with a bleached blonde to take him back. It cut to an even louder
commercial for hair coloring. Immy reached over and snatched the
remote from the arm of the recliner and clicked the damn thing off,
waiting for Mother's slow return. She wasn't rushing now, it
seemed. Immy's elbow knocked her mother's glass of iced sweet tea
to the carpet.

Now I'll hear it. Her precious sweet tea and
her precious carpet.

The tea sank into the thin gray mat that her
mother vacuumed every day to within an inch, no, to within a
millimeter of its life. When the green plaid couch and recliner had
been new and the carpeting thicker, they had looked distinguished
in the dark paneled room. Sort of British, Immy had thought back
then. She had always loved this room and still did.

Feeling the floor shake from her mother
climbing the porch steps, she got up, straightened her shoulders,
and prepared to face her consequences. She had to decide if she
should tell the whole truth, too. Or if she dared.

Hortense, out of breath from her unaccustomed
exertion, yanked the door open and paused. After a few noisy pants,
she managed to speak. "What is transpiring? You tell me that,
little missy."

"Mother, close the door. The neighbors will
hear." Ha. That's what she always says to me.

Hortense slammed it shut and folded her arms.
"I am awaiting your response."

She makes me feel like I'm ten, dammit,
but at least she's back to normal with her vocabulary. Immy
lifted her chin. "I quit, I told you." Immy was proud that there
was a little edge to her voice.

"Why?" Hortense asked, with a puzzled, pained
look. Her mother hadn't raised her to be a quitter.

That knot was taking over her insides. Immy
wanted to double over. Lying to Uncle Huey was one thing, but she
wasn't sure she could get used to standing up to Mother. Even with
the door closed, the neighbors were getting an earful through the
thin metal walls.

Immy glanced at the air to her left for an
answer. What would sound plausible?

"He asked me to put in double shifts again
next week."

"Working extra hours would not be injurious
to your person or to your pocketbook, Imogene."



This wasn't going to fly. Immy focused over
her mother's right shoulder and pulled a better reason, she hoped,
out of thin air, or rather, borrowed it from the goings on at the
diner earlier. "I'm so sick and tired of him pinching my
bottom."

"What? You're … he …." Hortense deflated,
unfolding her arms and stumbling across the living room to take the
seat Immy had vacated. She didn't notice the spilled ice tea.

Her little fib was shocking Mother more than
she had thought it would. Immy hadn't even thought Mother would
believe her. Did Hortense really think her own husband's brother
would pinch Immy's bottom? The brother of her own dead, sainted
husband?

"Uncle Huey is … is a dirty old man?"
Hortense must have been so shocked she couldn't think up a big word
for creep. She looked older than she had a moment before. Her
thinly plucked eyebrows furrowed upwards toward a mass of curly
gray hair, the curls compliments of Cathy's Kut and Kurl on Second
Street.

"Yes." Another big sigh. "Uncle Huey is a
filthy, dirty, lecherous--"

"I get it." She waved her hand for Imogene to
stop. "Enough adjectives."

"He's always hit on the waitresses." That
much, at least was true. "I've told him over and over to keep
his hands off.” I'm getting in deep. Maybe I should tell her the
real reason I quit, but how can I? The lie was gaining
momentum, taking on a life of its own. Immy had a sour taste in her
mouth.

"Why have you never told me this? How could
he? This is the family's business. He's impugning the honor of your
dead father, your dear, sainted father." Immy mouthed the last
words with her.

Hortense shook her head and stared at the
spreading tea stain, still not seeing it. Immy's father had owned
half the restaurant when he was alive. Hortense wasn't the only one
who wished he were still here. In fact, Immy kept his detective
badge in her top dresser drawer and got it out often to rub her
fingers over the shiny surface. He was the reason for her dream.
His had failed. Hers would not.

Imogene watched her mother process the
information, then come to a conclusion. Not a good one, she could
tell.

Hortense caught the fabric of her polyester
pants in a clenched fist. "I'll tear his damn puny testicles off."
Her voice was soft, almost gentle. Bad sign. "I will remove them
from his insignificant torso and I will cram them down his damn
throat."

The sour mass in Immy's stomach doubled.
That's what she got for telling whoppers. Then her stomach clenched
still another notch.

"Mother, where's Drew?" Immy's daughter was
usually home from pre-school by now. How could she not have
noticed? What kind of a mother was she?

"They had a field trip today. They'll be home
late." Immy would have known that, if she'd read the note Drew
brought home. Hortense always read them, though. She also picked
Drew up from daycare, since Immy worked until after their pick-up
time. Until today. "The school said they'd drop the kids off at the
house around five." Her fleshy face grew grimmer. "Huey, you no
good …"

Hortense heaved herself up from deep in the
couch and lumbered out of the room, gathering momentum as she
marched out the door a second time and careened down the
stairs.

Immy pressed her stomach where it ached and
considered her options. Her daughter was not a concern for a couple
of hours, Mother had said.

A third big sigh. Better stop doing that
or I'll hyperventilate. Immy pulled her shoes back on, donned
her sweater, and cracked the door open after a discreet
interval.

Mother was going at a fast waddle down the
road. Uncle Huey was in for a tongue-lashing, but since he'd never
pinched Immy's bottom, Huey wouldn't know why the hell Hortense was
screaming at him. Maybe Immy should hear what went on in case she
needed to defend her lie to Mother or step up and confess.

She would tail Mother. She needed the
practice anyway. Immy entered the place in her head where she
existed not as Imogene Duckworthy, overeager but sometimes
ineffectual unwed parent of Drew, nor as the smothered only
daughter of her doting but critical mother, nor as a clumsy
waitress—no, none of these. In this nice place, where her stomach
never hurt, Imogene was Detective Duckworthy, a daughter her father
would have been proud of, but one whose existence her mother would
prevent if she could.

She watched until Hortense disappeared around
the corner of the last trailer on the block. Then Immy dashed
outside and ran in the opposite direction to get to the diner by
another route. She could beat her mother there and hide in the
doorway of the library next door. Would Mother really harm Uncle
Huey? She sure did look mad enough to spit. Maybe madder. It
worried Immy a little. She needed to keep track of what was going
on.

She hadn't been honest with Uncle Huey, nor
with Mother, because her dream was too fragile to take the ridicule
she expected. When she made it come true, they would all sit up and
take notice. She hoped.

For now, Immy had no idea what to do about
the situation. She hoped Detective Duckworthy would know.

 



 


 


 


Two

 


Immy pressed herself tightly into the narrow
doorway of the library. It was shallow but deep enough to hide her
thin form. Her foot stuck when she tried to move it out of sight.
Some jerk had spit gum on the sidewalk, right outside the
library.

I wonder if that's where the term gumshoe
comes from, hiding in dirty alleys and getting gum on your
shoes.

She scraped it off on the shallow step as
best she could, then ducked back as she spied her mother sailing
down the sidewalk, pink windbreaker flapping behind her like the
wake of an ocean liner. She heard Hortense rattle the knob, then
bang on the door of the diner. It wasn't open for supper on
Mondays, so it was closed down now until tomorrow, no doubt locked.
Uncle Huey was most likely upstairs doing his books. Clem, the
cook, was probably in the back, chopping vegetables and making
gravy for tomorrow. Baxter should be around, washing dishes or
cleaning up. If Immy still worked there, she would be in the dining
room right now, refilling salt shakers and ketchups and wrapping
forks and knives into paper napkin bundles.

Hortense kept pounding, and eventually the
door opened, then slammed shut. Immy peeked out. Her mother had
entered the restaurant. How would a detective operate in this
situation? She had no idea. She would have to get a book on the
subject of being a PI next time she went to the book store in Wymee
Falls. There were no PI books in the library, Immy knew, because
she had read every book of crime fiction and mystery it held. If
picking up her new business cards hadn't taken longer than she'd
thought it would, she would have looked for one today. Surely
someone had written a guide for PIs, one of those Dummy or Idiot
things. She had read one of those on child care once, and it had
seemed pretty good.

For now, she craned her neck out of her
cubbyhole to search the sidewalk for onlookers. She didn't want
anyone to see that she was spying on her own mother. Next to Huey's
Hash, on the corner, stood the video rental place with the huge
plate glass windows. No one was there at the moment. The library,
where she hid, had closed at noon, since it closed early three days
a week due to budget cuts. Beyond the library was the tiny hardware
store, its pale yellow paint peeling from the west Texas sun. No
one was outside.

There was a time, Mother often said, when
Saltlick seemed destined for greater things, like an unlimited
budget and possibly a real stoplight on Second Street instead of
the yellow, blinking one. The town had swelled years ago with the
booming oil industry, specializing in providing drilling equipment
for wildcatters; but as the drilling subsided, and the speculators
moved on to natural gas, Saltlick sank as well. At the edge of town
remained one last equipment yard, half-full of rusting pipes and
pumps. Somehow, though, the town and the people hung on. They were
from tough stock.

Across the street from the library and
hardware store stood the All Sips "inconvenience store," as
Hortense called it, with its gas pumps. Next to that, directly
across from the diner, was the popular Cathy's Kut and Kurl,
painted a vivid, sickening pink. No one was in sight there either.
She waited a few more minutes, gathering her courage, then made her
move.

Immy slunk to the door of the restaurant and
peered in through the glass. The dining room was dark and empty.
The chairs, flipped onto the tabletops, stuck their legs toward the
whitewashed ceiling. The Closed sign was flipped out, but Immy was
in luck. The door was unlocked. Huey must have forgotten to lock it
after he let Hortense in.

Immy slipped inside, quiet as a possum,
clicked the door shut behind her, and had no trouble telling where
they were. Shouts rained down from the upstairs office. She peeked
into the kitchen but didn't see the cook, Clem, or Baxter, the
handsome devil of a busboy, either. Clem was probably in the
storeroom. From the looks of the half-chopped cabbage head, he was
in the middle of making coleslaw. He had also finished dry mixing
the biscuits for tomorrow as evidenced by the liberal sprinkling of
flour on the floor. Sometimes he sent Baxter out to get supplies,
so maybe that's where he was.

"You are out of your fucking mind!" That was
Uncle Huey's unmistakable nasal tenor. And his language.

"Don't you speak to me like that. I know my
daughter wouldn't prevaricate to me!"

Immy flinched. Not usually, but …

"She just did! I have never touched her,
never!" OK, prayed Immy, let's drop this subject right
now.

"Then why did she quit?"

Immy held her breath and listened for the
answer. It came, softer than the preceding shouting match. She had
to move closer to the bottom of the stairs to hear. Huey told
Hortense that Immy had quit because he demanded she work extra
shifts this coming weekend.

"You're a filthy, rotten liar!" The volume
was going up again. "Imogene Duckworthy is not afraid of a little
hard work. Thank the good Lord above she takes after her father,
bless his soul, and not you. You're a bum, nothing but a bum. You
always were a bum, and you always will be.”

Huey's voice got very quiet, but Immy could
make out what he said. "Leave my office right now." He bit off his
words and sounded mucho ticked off.

"Not until you tell me what you did to
her!"

"I'll call the cops if you're not out of here
in two minutes. One, one thousand, two, one thousand …"

Immy heard her mother's muttered curse, then
her heavy tread sounded on the wooden floor above, heading for the
stairs.

Immy fled out the door and ran around the
corner, and she kept running until she was home. Her mother didn't
return for hours, long after Drew was dropped off from her field
trip.

 


That evening Imogene was sitting on the
carpet in front of the TV playing Candy Land with her daughter,
Nancy Drew Duckworthy, commonly called Drew, when her mother muted
the television, directed a glare in her direction, and started in
on her. Immy had know this was coming and braced herself, hunching
her shoulders toward the game board.

"You know, Huey says he never pinched your
bottom."

"Mother, not in front of …" Immy nudged her
head toward tender young Drew, whose ears would have stood up if
she had been a dog. Why couldn't her mother have said gluteus
maximus or some such?

"Unca Huey pinched Mommy?" Drew squealed,
glee behind her sparkling green eyes.

"Drew," said Immy, trying to sound as
authoritative as her mother always did, "go to your room and bring
me your Fuzzy Bear."

"Why?"

Hortense took over. "Do it, Drew. Now."
There, that authoritative sound. Why did her own voice have to be
so high-pitched?

"OK, Geemaw." Drew scooted down the hallway,
her bright chestnut curls bouncing behind her.

"I'm waiting." Hortense drummed her fingers
against her ample thigh.

A knock on the front door interrupted
them.

Saved by the bell. Or the knock, since we
don't have an operating doorbell.

Hortense aimed her annoyance at the door and
nodded for Immy to get it.

Immy jumped up gladly. I hope it's a SWAT
team that picked the wrong house to search for a meth lab. That
might, just might, make Mother forget about this.

It was almost as good. In the doorway stood a
small man, dwarfed by a huge white box. He thrust it toward Immy. A
delivery van from a Wymee Falls florist idled on the front yard
grass.

"For Mrs. Duckworthy," he announced.

"I'm Mrs. Duckworthy." Hortense pushed past
her daughter and grabbed the box. She tore it open, and it revealed
a mound of lush, de-thorned red roses.

"Wow," breathed Immy. "How many are
there?"

"Twenty-four," answered the little delivery
man with pride.

Drew ran into the room carrying a Barbie
doll. "Drew," said Immy, "I thought I told you to get Fuzzy
Bear."

"Don't like Fuzzy Bear. Like Barbie."

Immy shuddered. She didn't want to raise a
Barbie-loving daughter. That doll sent all the wrong messages to
children, for heaven's sake. She reached to take the doll, but Drew
snatched it back, gave an impish grin, and ran down the short
hallway to the bedroom that mother and daughter shared.

"Imogene, compensate the man." Hortense
carried the flowers into the kitchen. Immy found a dollar in her
purse and reluctantly parted with it. There weren't that many more
where it came from. She hoped Uncle Huey would pay her soon for the
shifts she had worked before she quit.

She wandered into the kitchen. Her mother was
on her knees, rummaging under the sink. Hortense emerged triumphant
with her one and only cut glass vase. Immy gave her mother a hand
up and helped her trim the stems. The blossoms looked crowded in
the vase, but Hortense said she didn't want to put them in
plastic.

"Who are they from?" asked Immy, although she
already knew. Clem Quigley, the cook at Huey's Hash, was the only
person who regularly sent Hortense flowers.

Hortense opened the florist’s square envelope
and held the card to her bosom, smiling. "Such a silly, old fool,"
she said, but she kept smiling.

The subjects of bottom pinching and lying to
your mother didn't come up again that night.

The next morning, as Immy drove the family
behemoth, an ancient Dodge van of bilious green, into Wymee Falls,
she worried that her lies were piling up a little too tall, like
tumbleweed stacked up against a fence by the wind.

She had told her mother she was going to the
larger town to look for work in some restaurants, which wasn't too
much of a lie. She was looking for work, but not waiting tables.
That was a dead end for her.

Why hadn't she shown her mother the business
cards she'd picked up yesterday? Maybe she should have. No, she
argued, she'd better not. If she did, her mother would completely
dismiss her desire to open her own business, she knew she
would.

She knew the litany by heart, having heard it
often enough. Little Immy couldn't do anything on her own. The
family took care of her. Look how she had become an unwed mother at
eighteen. She hadn't graduated from high school with honors and
become a librarian like her brilliant mother.

But she had graduated, in spite of being
pregnant when she crossed the stage. She wasn't stupid, and she
would prove it. She did not have to be taken care of.

Whenever Immy mentioned wanting to be a
detective, Mother told her she needed to think realistically, but
Immy had known for years that she could detect. Hadn't she found
the Yarborough twins' new puppy when it was missing? She had been
the one to leave the gate open while feeding it for them when they
were dove hunting, that was true, but she had followed the little
puppy footprints in the dust beside the road, discovered it under a
clump of sagebrush, and brought it home safe and sound.

She had also found out why old Mrs. Jefferson
couldn't hear her chiming clock any longer. One reason, of course,
was that Mrs. Jefferson had become almost stone deaf. In trying to
insert a new battery, the lack of which was the reason for the
non-chiming, Immy managed to mangle the chiming mechanism so that
it would remain non-chiming forever. But Mrs. Jefferson would never
know, unless she got a new hearing aid, and she thought Immy had
fixed it.

Those were her two most successful cases, but
she was confident there would be others.

She'd been poring over the classified want
ads in the paper that came to the diner for the last several weeks,
and today she had her route mapped out. Although, she thought,
Wymee Falls wouldn't be hard to find your way around, even if you
hadn't grown up twenty miles from it. It was a town holding its
breath, in her mind, waiting for the next big industry to move in,
hanging on, sort of like Saltlick but on a slightly larger scale.
It had multiple restaurants, but most of them were steak places
with a few chains. It had a shopping center, but one of the two
anchor stores had moved out ten years ago. It had quite a few strip
shopping centers, but only about two-thirds of them were occupied.
When the interstate planners had decided to bypass the town with
the superhighway, hope for vast expansion in the near future had
been shelved. The citizens of Wymee Falls, the optimistic ones,
like commercial real estate agents, still held out hope for the far
future.

Her first stop in the city was a small, dark
office downtown. It was on one of the main streets, and Immy had to
park on a side street. Half the block was a bus stop, and three
extra-long-bed pickups took up the four parking spaces. Wymee Falls
needed some parking garages. The private investigator proprietor
had advertised for an office assistant, but he wasn't in, and the
place was locked up tight. Maybe she should have called first, but
this was a spur-of-the-moment trip, after all. Immy slipped her
résumè under the door. She hoped that working at this place would
teach her how to open up her own place.

Next, she drove to the Wymee Falls police
station located at the edge of the downtown area. It had a parking
lot, Immy was glad to see. She walked in and applied for the
advertised job of dispatcher. Not today, and not next month, but
one day she was going to be handing out her own business cards,
once she learned the ropes a little, and one of these jobs would
help. She hoped.

After she filled out the form and was told
she would be called for an interview, she visited the used book
store, a cramped, cheerful place on a shady, unzoned side street.
It was an old house that had been converted to a shop. She found an
almost new copy of The Moron's Compleat PI Guidebook, from
the Moron's Compleat Guidebook series. Just what she needed! She
thumbed through the pages, eager to devour the entire volume. She
clutched it to her chest and paid for it, then carefully put it on
the floor of the van.

To make it seem to Mother like she was job
hunting all over Wymee Falls, she drove around for a while before
returning home. It was surprising more jobs weren't being offered
in her field. The job market was bad, but weren't people always
looking for answers to life's puzzles?

That afternoon, while her mother picked Drew
up from preschool, Immy took advantage of being alone to leaf
through her new book.

She had just finished studying the table of
contents and had almost decided which section to read first when a
hard rap sounded on the door. Immy peeked out the window in the
door to see the Saltlick Police Chief, Emmett Emersen, in full
uniform and wearing a nasty scowl on his beefy face.

She opened the door. "Can I help you?"

He strode in and looked around. "Where's your
mother?"

"She's picking Drew up. What do you need?"
Why was Emmett acting so serious? Solemn, almost. He usually
cracked a lame joke out the window when she saw him driving around
in his shiny new Saltlick cop car, one of two the small town owned.
He drove the new one, and the other policeman got the old one.

"She'd better be back soon."

Immy stood rooted to the spot while Emmett
paced the length of the small room and back. Something was very
wrong.

Emmett paced out to the front porch to wait,
and Immy followed. Hortense soon pulled the old Dodge up beside the
trailer. Immy wanted to warn her about Emmett's mood but couldn't
move, couldn't get her mind in gear to figure out how.

Drew ran up the steps to her mother and gave
her a hug. Immy thought to tell Drew to go to her room before
Emmett could confront Hortense. For once Drew didn't tell Immy she
couldn't make her do it.

"Hi Emmett," began Hortense with a smile.
Then she saw his stormy visage. "Do you want to come in?" Her voice
wavered a bit as her smile faded. Emmett trailed Hortense and Immy
into the living room.

"Uh, please have a seat." Hortense plopped
down in her recliner, leaving the plaid couch for Immy and the
chief to share. Immy perched as close to the arm as she could.
Emmett laid his shiny-billed hat on the cushion between them.

"I have a few questions." He pulled a curling
notebook from his pocket and clutched a pen in his thick fingers.
"Where were you yesterday, late afternoon and evening?"

"Mostly here," answered Hortense. "Why?"

He turned to Immy. "Where were you?" His
ruddy complexion was at its ruddiest. Immy even saw his scalp
redden through his thin gray-blond hair.

Immy tried to swallow, but a huge lump was in
the way. She licked her lips with an almost dry tongue. She twisted
her straight reddish-brown hair around a shaky finger. This was
scary, being questioned by a crabby police chief. How much to
tell?

"I worked part of my shift at the diner, then
I came home."

"When did you come home?"

"Um, it was about—what was it, Mother? About
one?"

"Closer to two, I should think." Hortense
didn't look at her daughter, keeping her gaze intently on the
chief.

Actually it was around three. My shift went
until five and I quit three hours early. Then picked up my new
business cards. If Mother weren't here I could tell him the actual
time I quit, but I don't want to make her look like a liar.

"And neither of you were in the restaurant
later than that?"

"Most certainly not," blurted Hortense. She
stiffened her spine and sat as tall as her five feet, two inches
permitted. "I never go there anymore. I do not like the way Hugh
manages the establishment." She shook her head, setting her chins
quivering.
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