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“Margaret Leigh, this poodle wet the rug again.”
Margaret Leigh put her purse on the hall table, hung her blazer in the hall closet, and carefully tucked a stray wisp of hair back into her French twist. She smoothed down her skirt—the good navy-blue one she'd bought on sale last year—and turned to face her Aunt Bertha who was descending the stairs.
Aunt Bertha wasn't merely coming down the stairs. She was floating along on a wave of White Shoulders perfume and yellowing lace and pink chiffon, Aunt Bertha's signature color. Sometimes Margaret Leigh got so tired of pink she wanted to scream. She never did, of course. Ladies didn't scream. They politely endured. And if there was one thing Margaret Leigh was, it was a lady.
She sighed. Sometimes she wished she had the courage to cuss. “I’ll clean it up. Aunt Bertha. I'm sure Christine didn't mean to make a mess.”
“She most assuredly did. That poodle peed on the rug deliberately. She's been misbehaving ever since I came for my little visit.”
Margaret Leigh rolled her eyes. Aunt Bertha's little visit. She'd come to Tupelo the previous April to find an apartment and to get away from the cold, damp weather in Chicago, where she'd been staying with Margaret Leigh's sister Tess. Now it was October, and Aunt Bertha was still in Margaret Leigh's house.
Of course, Margaret Leigh wouldn't dare complain. She'd been taught family loyalty, and family loyalty meant taking care of homeless maiden aunts, especially one who had practically raised her. Sometimes, though, she wished she had a little less loyalty and a little more backbone. Like Tess. Tess always said what she thought.
“Poodles are a nervous breed, Aunt Bertha. Christine will settle down in time.”
Aunt Bertha was at the foot of the stairs now, panting and wheezing.
“Are you all right, Aunt Bertha?”
“Just let me catch my breath a minute.” Bertha put a dimpled, bejeweled hand over her breast and sighed dramatically. “If I die tomorrow, all this will be yours, Margaret Leigh.” She held out her hand so her fake diamonds would flash in the late-afternoon sun.
Margaret Leigh smothered a laugh. Aunt Bertha had been threatening to die for twenty years. Everybody in the family coddled her, pretending that both her diamonds and her aches and pains were real.
“Do you want to see a doctor, Aunt Bertha?”
“No, dear. I just need relief from that poodle of yours, and so I’ve made a few little arrangements.”
“What arrangements?”
“I’ve engaged a dog trainer for Christine. And not just any old trainer, a genuine dog whisperer.”
Margaret Leigh drew a big breath in anticipation of dealing with Aunt Bertha's latest effort at meddling. “That was… kind of you, Aunt Bertha, but I can't afford a dog trainer.”
“Nonsense. A smart girl like you, making her way up the ladder of success at the library. You can't afford not to have a professional dog whisperer. A woman bent on making something of herself can't have a dog that doesn't know how to behave in polite society.”
“Number one, at thirty-two I'm hardly a girl. And number two, I'm not sure cataloguing books is making my way up the ladder of success. And even if it is, I can't see how making something of myself has anything to do with Christine's manners.”
“She wets rugs, Margaret Leigh. And that's all there is to it. Now, I've already taken care of everything. You’re supposed to take Christine tomorrow.”
Margaret Leigh knew she'd been out-maneuvered, but she felt obliged to make at least a token protest. After all, she had her pride, even if it was always sitting on the backseat behind her manners.
“But tomorrow's Saturday. The trainer probably doesn't work on Saturday.”
“I did some investigating. He hardly works at all unless he absolutely has to—not the kind of man I'd want any of my family consorting with under ordinary circumstances. But they say he's good. The best dog whisperer in the country.”
“I had planned to rake leaves tomorrow.”
Aunt Bertha's face crumpled and both her chins trembled. “Of course, if you'd rather not, by all means, don’t go. I know when all my hard work is not appreciated.”
Stricken with guilt, Margaret Leigh patted her hand. “I'm sure you worked very hard, Aunt Bertha, and I do appreciate it.”
“Well, don’t do anything you don’t want on my account. I’ll survive. Dog pee and all.”
“I suppose it won't hurt to talk to him.”
“Oh, goodie!” Aunt Bertha clapped her hands like a little girl. “I just know he’ll make a new woman of Christine.”
The old Christine was all right with Margaret Leigh, but she didn't say so. Keeping the peace was what she did best.
“You always have my best interests at heart, Aunt Bertha. I’ll go tomorrow. After all, what can one little visit hurt?”
Andrew McGill loved Saturday mornings. He hung one long leg over the side of his hammock and pushed, setting the swing back into motion. Dry leaves crunched under his foot. Folding his hands behind his head, he listened to the music of autumn—wind soughing through the trees, quail calling to one another in the nearby fields, and his bird dogs baying in the backyard. The sky was so bright and shiny, it looked as if it had been scrubbed by industrious angels.
He sighed, content. Just give him an old pair of blue jeans, a few good bird dogs, and a lazy Saturday morning. What more could a man want?
The sun warmed his face, and he dozed for a while.
It was the barking that woke him up. Although his dogs had been baying when he'd gone to sleep, there was a new tremor in their voices, an edge of excitement that penetrated his sleep and brought him fully alert. Without getting up he swiveled his head and surveyed his surroundings.
Everything looked the same—the log cabin with its blue chintz curtains, compliments of his sister Jo Beth; his old faithful Ford pickup, and his do-it-yourself flower bed, abloom with bronze chysanthemums that made him think of football games and soggy hotdogs and bands playing too loud.
Then he saw the car. He couldn't believe his eyes. It was a yellow Volkswagen Beetle. He hadn't seen one of those in eighteen years. He shaded his eyes against the sun and watched the car rattle and bang its way down the dusty lane toward his cabin. The driver looker like a woman, but at a distance he couldn't tell.
He lay in his hammock, biding his time. He hadn't counted on company this Saturday morning, friends or otherwise, but he didn't mind the interruption. He would either send them scooting on their way so he could get back to his nap, or he would invite them to stay for a root beer.
The little car came to a sputtering halt beside his truck, and out stepped a tall woman. The next thing he noticed was the way she walked, regal, like a queen, but a bit stiff in the legs and back as if she weren't quite at ease. He grinned. She probably wasn't. His home was a shock to most women.
The woman paused in front of his cabin, eyeing it with the mortified look of a committee member on a mission of beautification. That was all he needed to ruin his Saturday morning—a do-gooder out to reform him. He closed his eyes and pretended to be asleep.
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Margaret Leigh got over the shock of his cabin—it wasn't even painted, for goodness' sake—and plumped up her nerve enough to approach the man in the hammock. She tightened her hold on Christine, letting the familiar, warm body of the little poodle give her courage.
The man was sprawled every which way, one arm flung backward over his head, one hanging off the side of the hammock, and his legs spread-eagled in total relaxation. He was tall and blond, and every inch of flesh showing was deeply tanned. She'd bet a penny he slept naked in the sun.
Her breath sucked in a little at the thought. Aunt Bertha had warned her about such men. Beer-drinking scoundrels who would never amount to a hill of beans. She would have thought the advice hopelessly old-fashioned if it hadn't proven to be true. The few Jones women who had had the misfortune of linking their fate with such a man had lived to rue the day. Her own sister was one of them.
As she stood watching the man, she felt a bead of sweat inch down the side of her face. A fly buzzed around her head, then finally settled on the man's right thigh. She watched in fascination as the fly marched across the tight jeans. A lump formed in her throat, and she discreetly cleared it.
“I don't bite except on Wednesdays.”
Margaret Leigh jumped at the sound of the deep voice. Her gaze left the fly and flew to the man's face. It was crinkled with laughter.
“You startled me.” She felt the heat of a flush on her cheeks.
“Are you real, or am I still asleep?” The man put his hands behind his head, hung one foot over the hammock and set the swing into motion again. Since she'd already ruined his nap, he decided he might as well have a little fun. “Only good girls blush. Are you a good girl?”
“Dear me.” She fanned her face. “It's too hot for October.”
“It's too hot for anything, even lovemaking.”
“Goodness gracious.” Margaret Leigh took a step backward. She could spot a scoundrel every time. They were interested in nothing except a woman's body.
Andrew McGill held back his chuckle. Keeping a serious face, he continued his outrageous behavior.
“Have you ever made love in a hammock?”
Her deepened color was his reward. Women nowadays didn’t blush. Who was she, this old fashioned woman with the body to die for?
“No, I guess not. You probably prefer cool white sheets and a four-poster. I'll bet you even wait until dark.”
“My private life is none of your affair.”
It was the first flash of spunk Andrew had seen. He was a bit relieved. He'd hate to be making mincemeat of a timid woman.
“The thing about making love after dark is that you have to do it mostly by feel. I prefer to see my lovers, don't you?”
The woman clutched her poodle closer to her chest and spun around. For a minute he thought she was going to leave. Then she whirled back, her cheeks rosy and her eyes blazing.
“If you would be so kind as to tell me how to find the dog trainer, I'll be happy to leave you to your lewd and lascivious remarks.”
Andrew roared with laughter. The hammock rocked so hard with his mirth that when he sat up, he almost toppled out.
“I've been called many things, but never lewd and lascivious.”
“If the shoe fits, wear it.”
“It pinches a little.” Andrew stood up, but he didn't offer his hand. He was certain she wouldn't touch him, tarnished as he was. “Andrew McGill, at your service. Dog trainer extraordinaire.”
“Good grief!”
“You could say that, too, I suppose, although most grief I’ve come across is not too good.”
He was laughing again. Margaret Leigh had never seen a man who talked such foolishness and laughed while he was doing it. It only confirmed her first impression. He might be the country's best dog trainer, but he was first and foremost a scoundrel. Only her desire to keep the peace with Aunt Bertha made her stay.
“Aunt Bertha warned me that you were not the sort of man I'd want to consort with.”
“Consort!” He laughed even harder. “Good Lord, woman, you call this consorting?” He reached out and ran his hand down the side of her flushed cheek. “I call this consorting.”
Her cheek felt so soft and downy, he decided to do it again. So he did.
She stepped back. “A gentleman would never touch a lady without her permission.”
“I'm no gentlemen.”
“You're a scoundrel.”
“Most likely.”
“And I wouldn't still be standing here if it weren't for Christine.”
“Another moralistic aunt?”
“My dog.”
Andrew looked over the quivering little animal in her arms. “Sorry. I don't train poodles.”
“It's just as well. I wouldn't have wanted to leave her with you anyhow. She's nervous around strangers.”
Andrew never could resist a challenge. He plucked the little poodle from her arms. With firm, sure strokes and soft, soothing words, he calmed Christine.
Margaret Leigh nearly fainted when the poodle licked his hand. Good grief, even her dog was bent on betrayal.
“Animals are like women: they respond to a master's touch.” Andrew winked at her.
“They said you were good with animals—”
“And women.”
“—that's why I came to you.”
“You did?”
She blushed again. “Because of Christine... and her problem.”
He waited for her to elaborate. When she didn't, he prompted her. “You said Christine has a problem.”
“It's her manners. She forgets them from time to time.”
“She uses a spoon instead of a fork?”
“No. She...” Margaret Leigh paused. She'd never discussed things of an intimate nature with a man. She'd never even had a chance, what with nursing her sick father for six years and then taking care of whichever maiden aunt and down-on-her-luck cousin happened to come along. “She wets the rug, but only since my Aunt Bertha came to stay with us. Frankly, I think Christine is just a little jealous, and this is her way of vying for my attention. It's probably a passing thing, and she’ll get over it in time.”
She paused for breath, reaching for her dog all the while. At that moment, the thing she wanted most was to be out of Andrew McGill's presence. She'd never met such a disturbing man.
“If you'll hand Christine to me, I'll be on my way.”
“Not so fast.” Andrew continued stroking the little dog. “I've decided that training Christine will be a nice change of pace from training bird dogs.”
“I don't want her to point, just to stop wetting the rug. I’ll just take her and be on my way.”
“You don't look like the scaredy-cat type to me.”
“I'm not scared. I've changed my mind. That's all.” She lied. She'd never been as scared in all her life. What was more, she didn't know which frightened her the most—that Andrew McGill would find her attractive or that he wouldn't.
“I'll tell you what: I'll make a deal with you. Leave Christine here for a few days, and if she's not minding her manners by next Saturday, you can take her home. No charge.”
“And if she is?” Margaret Leigh hesitated. She'd always been uncomfortable discussing money. “You never did name your fee.”
Andrew McGill considered the woman standing beside him. Whim had made him take on the poodle. He had no idea what prompted him to lower his fee. But he did just that, naming a fee that was so reasonable even the most avid bargain hunter would have been delighted.
Margaret Leigh hesitated only a moment. If Andrew McGill weren't careful, she'd be forced to revise her opinion of him.
“It's a deal.” She held out her hand.
Andrew shook her hand solemnly. Then on another whim, he lifted it to his lips. He took his time with the kiss, lingering over her soft skin, inhaling its light floral fragrance. He could feel the heat of her blush all the way down to her fingertips.
Still holding her hand, he said, “You never did tell me your name.”
“Margaret Leigh Jones.” Her voice was breathless.
Andrew was as pleased with himself as if he had won a National Field Trial trophy. Releasing her, he gazed into her eyes in the manner that he knew most women loved.
“Margaret Leigh Jones, your dog is in expert hands... and so are you.”
“Mr. McGill—”
“Andrew.”
“—I'm not in any man's hands.”
Margaret Leigh plucked up her courage enough to lean forward and tell her dog good-bye.
“Christine, I'm going to leave you with this man for a day or two. But I’ll be back. I promise you.” She patted the little dog's head and accidentally brushed her hands against Andrew's. The hairs on her arms stood on end. “You'll be good to Christine, won't you?”
“Margaret...”
“Margaret Leigh.”
He smiled. “Margaret Leigh, I might be a scoundrel through and through, but I know how to treat a dog. Trust me.” He was surprised at himself. He never reassured the dog owners who came to him: he was a take-it-or-leave-it man. “If it will make you feel better, you can come back to visit her during the training.”
“Thank you.” She started to leave, then turned back for last-minute instructions. “She's afraid of the dark. I keep a night-light on for her. And she's vain. She loves to sleep in her ribbons. Loud noises bother her, so don't play the television too loud.”
“I don't own a television.”
“How do you keep up with current events?”
“Radio and newspapers.”
“Well, keep the radio down low for Christine, please.”
“Don't worry. She’ll be returned to you safe and sound, but without her bad habit.”
“Thank you.”
Margaret Leigh realized that was the second time she had said thank you. He must think she was a ninny. How did you deal with a man like Andrew McGill? Tess would know. She'd had experience. Margaret Leigh decided the best thing to do was just turn around and leave before she made any more blunders. With a little wave of her hand, she started off.
Andrew watched her go. Her eyes were the color of grape lollipops. The thought popped into his conscious mind unexpectedly. He'd never met a woman with eyes so blue they looked purple.
Christine whimpered, and he stroked her.
“Your mistress is about the most uptight woman I've ever met. Did you know that, Christine?” The little dog licked his hand. “I've never seen such a proper lady.”
The small car chugged around the bend and disappeared in a puff of dust.
“What would happen,” Andrew mused, “if I trained both of you?”
He chuckled at the thought. Teaching Margaret Leigh how to have fun might be just the thing to add some spice to his Saturday mornings.
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As soon as Margaret Leigh was around the bend, she pulled off the road and leaned her forehead on the steering wheel. She couldn't believe herself. She'd actually carried on with that man like a brazen hussy—letting him rub her cheek and calling him a scoundrel. What in the world had gotten into her? She should have taken her dog and marched right out of there. And that was another thing. She'd actually left Christine with the rogue.
Of course, he was a well-respected dog trainer.
She took a handkerchief out of her purse and carefully wiped her perspiring palms. Southern ladies didn't sweat. Aunt Bertha had always told her that. So had Aunt Grace.
Southern ladies didn't smoke standing up, either. She and Tess used to laugh over that bit of maidenly aunt wisdom. They'd get behind the barn with a pack of cigarettes Tess had swiped from Grandpa Jones and smoke standing up just to see if it made them feel like floozies. It never had.
Of course Tess had gone on to become the family floozy—three divorces and singing in juke joints. At least, that was the family's opinion. It made Margaret Leigh as mad as... well, nearly as mad as hell.
She drew a deep breath. There. She'd thought it.
“Hell.” She even said it out loud. And it felt good.
If she had had a cigarette, she'd have climbed out of her car and smoked it standing up just for the heck of it. Maybe she was turning into a floozy. The strange thing was, it didn't feel bad, not bad at all.
She cranked her car and headed home. She knew her bold and reckless feelings were only temporary. Shy all her life and content to live in Tess's shadow, she was something of an anachronism, a woman with Victorian manners and morals in an age of easy sex and instant gratification.
Driving away from Andrew McGill's cabin, she wished she were different. She wished she wore bleached hair and leather skirts instead of a French twist and sensible gabardine. She wished she knew the art of banal banter and sexual innuendo rather than how to make Southern fried chicken and how to get dog piddle out of the rug. She wished she knew how to flirt instead of how to blush. She wished she preferred French kissing to French cooking.
Of course, she didn't wish any of that as a permanent condition, just on a short-term basis, just long enough to deal with the likes of Andrew McGill. She sighed. Maybe she'd feel more like herself after she raked the leaves.
Andrew watched Margaret Leigh drive away until the last puff of dust had settled behind her car. Then he looked at the small dog in his arms.
“Now, what in the devil have I done?” His impulses were always getting him into trouble.
Christine whimpered, and he patted her head.
“Don't mind me, sweetheart. It's not that I don't like you. I do. I love all animals, even ones that wet the rug.”
Andrew chuckled, remembering Margaret Leigh's earnest expression when she tried to explain her dog's problem. Maybe it was her face, rosy with embarrassment, that had made him take on a poodle right when he was in the middle of Mississippi Rex's intensive training. There were only five months until the National Field Trial Championships. He couldn't afford to lose even one week of training. Heck, how was he going to train his bird dog to hold point with a nervous poodle looking on?
From his backyard came the sounds of his dogs howling.
“Hear that, Christine? They know somebody new is on the premises. Let's go back there and get you acquainted before they decide to take matters into their own hands.”
Christine didn't like the bird dogs, and they didn't like her. Andrew had known that would happen. But he'd given his word, and he never backed down on his word. He'd just have to be patient, that was all.
He decided to take Christine inside and get her accustomed to her temporary home. The dogs bayed their displeasure at his leaving.
“Quiet down, old boys. This is Christine's day.”
The back screen door popped behind him, and the poodle shivered.
She doesn’t like loud noises. He could almost hear Margaret Leigh talking in that earnest way, though why everything about her fascinated him was beyond understanding.
“Sorry about that, Christine.”
He set her on the kitchen floor and turned on the radio, keeping the volume low.
“What is your pleasure in music? Pop? Classical? Country and Western?” He turned the dial as he talked, listening briefly to the offerings of the local radio stations. “No? My feelings exactly.”
He switched to an oldies channel, smiling as the relaxed strains of Glenn Miller's orchestra filled the room.
Christine squatted down next to him.
“No, you don't, young lady.”
He got her outside just in time.
By afternoon, he and Christine had reached an uneasy truce; she gave up squatting in return for scratches behind the ear, exorbitant praise, and small doggie treats. If he had been the impatient kind, he'd have run out of patience about the same time he ran out of doggie treats. But Andrew McGill was as relaxed and comfortable as an old chamois shirt after too many washings.
Stretched on his hammock with Christine resting across his stomach chewing her latest doggie treat, he watched two squirrels chase each other through the branches above his head. Nature was an endless delight to him.
“Look at that lady squirrel up there, Christine.” Andrew scratched under the dog's fluffy chin. “She's a little con artist, pretending she's not interested when all the while she's dying to be romanced by that cocky old Don Juan. I've known lots of women like that. Playing hard to get, leading me a merry chase. Con artists, every one of them.” He chuckled. “And I love them all.”
Christine flopped her manicured tail and shook her pink hair ribbons as if to say, “Any fool can see that.”
“Of course, every now and then I like a little variety. Take your mistress, for instance. I'll bet she's never tried to con a man in her life. Heck, I'll bet she's never even flirted with a man.”
The idea intrigued him, and the more he thought about it the more intrigued he became. He thought about the way she had blushed and called him a scoundrel. He thought about her unusual eyes and the softness of her skin.
All the women he'd chased lately were alike—bright, witty, sophisticated, lovely to look at and lovely to touch. But they all wanted the same thing: they wanted Andrew to show them a good time, to take away the pressures of the hard-scrabbling, competitive lives they'd mapped out for themselves. They weren't like Margaret Leigh Jones. Not at all like Margaret Leigh with her old-fashioned manners and her old-fashioned virtues.
Another idea took hold. Variety. That's what he wanted. He left the hammock and tucked Christine into a small towel-lined wicker basket on his kitchen floor.
“Take a nap, little girl. I'm going courting.”
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Margaret Leigh raked and hummed, while Aunt Bertha sat on the front porch knitting and watching and occasionally commenting.
“Margaret Leigh, you missed a spot, honey.”
“Don't worry. I’ll get to it.”
Bird song and soft humming and the clack of knitting needles punctuated the long October silence. Then the needles stilled.
“Margaret Leigh, did you know that little Crocker girl?”
“Yes, Aunt Bertha. But she's hardly a girl. She's twenty-five or so, if I remember correctly.”
“Well, she's in the family way. And her not even married. It's a sin and a disgrace.”
Margaret Leigh gave the leaves a good whack. Sometimes her aunt's outmoded ideas grated on her nerves, but she was immediately contrite for thinking even one bad thought about her family. She loved them, eccentric though they were.
“We shouldn't listen to idle gossip,” she called over her shoulder. “And anyway, it's none of our affair.”
“Well, still and all...”
Aunt Bertha fell into silence and Margaret Leigh hummed and raked. A while later, the knitting was shoved aside once more.
“Your hair is coming loose, honey. Maybe you ought to come inside and tuck it up.”
“I'm almost finished. Aunt Bertha.”
Margaret Leigh leaned against her rake and tried to tuck her hair back into its pins, but the task was impossible. Her hair was heavy, and the autumn breezes plus the exertion of her work had caused it to slip its bonds. Finally, she gave up and let it do what it wanted to do. Mouse hair, that's what it was. The dull, commonplace brown of an old mouse's coat.
Tess's hair was glorious. The red gold of an October sunset. Margaret Leigh had always admired her sister's hair. But she had never envied her. Envy was as foreign to her as cussing.
She lifted her rake once more and dragged the fallen leaves to her ever-growing pile. She picked up her song again where she had left off, an old hymn, one of her favorites, “In the Sweet Bye and Bye.”
She was right in the middle of “We will meet on that beautiful shore,” when she heard the truck coming. It was noisy and old, backfiring as it started up at the red light down the street.
Looking up, she shaded her eyes. She knew the truck. She'd seen it just that morning, a rakish, impossibly red Ford pickup truck sitting in the yard of none other than Andrew McGill.
She tidied her hair and her face with one hand. Not that he was coming to see her, for goodness' sake. Why on earth would a man like that be coming to her house on a bright and sunny Saturday afternoon, when Tupelo was full of gorgeous, sophisticated women who probably knew how to French kiss and more?
The noise grew louder as the truck came down Allen Street. And wonders of wonders, it stopped at the curb right in front of her house. Andrew McGill stepped out, as big as life and twice as jaunty.
“Margaret Leigh, that man is coming to our house!” Aunt Bertha exclaimed.
Margaret Leigh couldn't say a word. All she could do was cling to her rake and stare.
“Good Lord, Margaret Leigh. He's wearing a leather jacket. Only hoodlums wear leather jackets.”
Andrew McGill heard that remark. Margaret Leigh could tell by the way he grinned. He enjoyed it, too. Gracious, what a man!
He came across the yard, not stopping until he was so close she could see right through his blue eyes. She knew how Alice must have felt when she'd tumbled through the looking glass.
“Hello, Margaret Leigh.” His voice was a rich baritone, deep and very formal. He was smiling like the devil come to claim a lost sinner. “Don't you look fetching with your hair falling loose?” He reached out and caught a strand of her hair between two fingers. “It looks like polished mahogany.”
“Oh.” It was all she could say. To make matters worse, she blushed again. She could feel the heat in the roots of her hair.
He tucked the strand of hair behind her ear and crammed his hands into his pockets, though the Lord only knew how he got them in there, tight as his jeans were. How did such a big man get into such a small pair of pants?
He chuckled. She'd been caught staring. One hand tightened on the rake and the other flew to her face.
“How—” Her voice came out a croak. She cleared her throat and started over. “How's Christine?”
“Like any woman who gets her way. Content.”
“Margaret Leigh.” At the sound of her aunt's voice, Margaret Leigh turned toward the front porch. She had completely forgotten about Aunt Bertha. “Who is that man?”
'The dog trainer. Aunt Bertha.”
“Goodness gracious!”
That's what Margaret Leigh thought, too. Goodness gracious. Andrew McGill turned toward the porch, all golden skinned and mannerly.
“Hello, there. I feel as if I know you already, Aunt Bertha.”
His manners were as smooth as molasses pouring from a jar. Before anybody knew what had happened, he was on the front porch, bending over Aunt Bertha's hand like some star out of a forties' movie. His lips barely brushed her skin. Then he smiled.
“How charming you look in pink. It makes your skin just as pretty as magnolia blossoms.”
“Well, I do declare.” Aunt Bertha fluttered her eyes and flashed her fake diamonds.
Margaret Leigh propped her rake against a tree and joined them, selecting a straight-backed chair with a good view of her unexpected company.
“Won't you sit down?” she said to him. “Aunt Bertha, this is Andrew McGill. He's come to tell us about Christine.”
“How sweet.”
Andrew straddled a chair and grinned at them. “Actually, I've come courting.”
The hiss of Aunt Bertha's breath was loud on the front porch. Margaret Leigh sat very still. She didn't know what to do or to say.
It wasn't that she'd never had offers. Over the years, she'd had a few. But never from anyone as bold and reckless as Andrew McGill.
“I have dancing on my mind. Do you dance, Margaret Leigh?”
She wasn't about to admit that she hadn't danced since the high-school prom.
“Everybody dances at some time or other.”
“Good. There's a great place down Highway 45. The root beer is cold, the band is better than most, and the owner doesn't cotton to fighting. What do you say we shake a leg around eight o'clock tonight?”
Margaret Leigh glanced from Aunt Bertha's pursed lips to Andrew McGill's wicked smile.
“I have some professional reading I need to do tonight.”
Aunt Bertha relaxed a little, but Andrew leaned closer and winked.
“I’ll bet I'm more interesting than anything in your library.”
Margaret Leigh would bet the same thing. Temptation took a strong hold, and she almost yielded. Almost, but not quite.
“Mr. McGill, your offer is kind, but I can’t accept.”
“Kind? Kind?” He began to chuckle, and then the chuckle became a roar of full-bodied laughter.
“What's so funny about that?” Margaret Leigh was close to being miffed.
“I didn't invite you out of kindness. My motives are far less pure. And a lot more fun.”
Andrew gave her a smile of such persuasive radiance that she felt like melting into a little puddle at his feet. She rallied her resistance for one more protest.
“Your motives are probably most improper.”
“If you call an urge to dance improper, they are.” His smile gathered force, picking up radiance until he was positively gleaming.
She yielded a little. “Of course, the weather is gorgeous, and it's going to be such a nice night for dancing.”
Beside her, Aunt Bertha sounded like a fat party balloon that had just lost its air. Andrew kept gleaming at her. That's the best word she could use to describe him. It wasn't merely his smile: it was his teeth and his skin and his hair.
He gleamed all over. He was hard to resist. She took a deep breath and talked very fast, before she could change her mind.
“I guess I could do that reading later. Yes, I'll go with you.”
“Margaret Leigh, I'm going to show you the time of your life.” Andrew stood up, all grace and charm and ease. “Be ready at eight, pretty one.”
He turned smoothly to Aunt Bertha and took her hand once more.
“Don't worry about your niece. I plan to take good care of her.”
The two women sat on the front porch, stunned, while he took his leave. His jaunty whistle echoed across the yard as he sauntered toward his pickup truck. The old door creaked when he opened it. With one foot on the floorboard he saluted. Then he rattled and banged down Allen Street and out of sight.
“What in the world came over you, Margaret Leigh?”
“An urge to dance, Aunt Bertha.”
“But with a man like that. Did you see all that skin he had showing above his shirt? It's not decent.”
“Golden and gorgeous is what I would call it.”
“Margaret Leigh!”
Margaret Leigh stared dreamily into the distance. What had come over her? She didn't know, and she didn't want to question. All she wanted to do was go dancing with Andrew McGill.
“Did you notice? He called me pretty one?”
“And it took the brains right out of your head. Now don't look at me with those big wounded eyes, honey. A man like that could be an ax murderer for all we know.”
“He’s a dog trainer, remember? You’re the one who hired him.”
“Of course, I did. And I’d approve if you were the one wetting the rug.”
“Thank goodness for small favors.” Margaret Leigh exploded into laughter.
“Oh, shush, it’s not funny. A nice girl like you has to be careful.”
“I've been careful all my life.”
“Still and all...”
“It's not that I'm going to go out and turn wild. I've been good all my life, and I can't see any reason to change that. But Aunt Bertha, I'm missing something by only going out with dull men.”
“Nice men. Safe men.”
“Dull. Dull as dishwater.”
“But the dog whisperer! He looks like he belongs on the cover of one of those magazines you have to keep under the bed. Lord, Margaret Leigh, promise me you'll be careful, honey. I'd die if anything bad happened to you.”
“I'll be careful. And anyhow, Aunt Bertha, what could possibly happen on a dance floor?”
o0o
By the time eight o'clock came and she was sitting on her side of Andrew's pickup truck, feeling scared and hugging the door handle, she decided that more than she bargained for might happen on a dance floor. More than she'd bargained for was happening to her right there sitting in a pickup truck.
For one thing, Andrew McGill looked delicious in the dark. With the streetlights shining through the windows, he looked as polished as a gold saint. But there was nothing saintly about his smile, or his voice, or his conversation. Gracious, it was enough to make her quiver.
She kept her hands tightly clasped so he wouldn't notice. She'd be darned if she'd quiver like some unused little shrinking violet. Even if that's what she was.
“You look mighty pretty in that party dress, Margaret Leigh. All bright and shiny like a brand new Christmas ornament.”
He flashed his winning smile at her.
“I love Christmas,” she said.
“So do I.” He reached across the seat and caressed the shimmery blue material over her thigh. “Nice. What's that fabric called?”
“Taffeta.”
“You'll have to speak up, pretty one. I'm used to bird dogs baying all the time. I guess my hearing's going bad.”
“Taffeta!”
“Taffeta. It has a nice ring. Like something good to eat.”
They stopped at a traffic light, and mercifully his rusty old brakes covered the sound of her nervous breathing. She made herself do a slow count to ten. Think of him as another Harry Cox, she told herself, the safest, dullest man in all of Tupelo. He never even held her hand without permission.
“Why don't you scoot a little closer?”
She jerked out of her semi-trance.
“I beg your pardon?”
“Scoot a little closer, Margaret Leigh.”
“I'm comfortable, thank you.”
“For me?” He gave her a heart-tugging smile. “My reputation is going to be ruined if folks see me going down the street with enough room to put a kindergarten class between me and my date.”
He looked so innocent, she gave in and inched a little closer.
“That's better.”
He slid his arm along the back of the seat and draped it over her shoulders. She'd never known that a man's arm could feel so alive, as if it were plugged into an electrical socket.
“Don't you think that's better?”
“Well... it's closer.”
Andrew laughed. It was a big, hearty sound that seemed to make the whole truck vibrate.
“You're a treat, Margaret Leigh. With those big purple eyes and that soft shiny hair and that pretty shy smile, I don't know why some man hasn't snatched you off the streets long before this. Why is that?”
“Some men don't appreciate the serious type.”
She was beginning to feel a little better. She hadn't done anything to disgrace herself. Not yet, anyhow. She certainly had the intelligence to carry on a conversation. She was even discovering the freedom to speak her mind. And it felt wonderful.
“Are you the serious type?” he asked.
“I've never really thought about what type I am. Have you?”
“I guess I'm a lewd and lascivious scoundrel.
“I probably shouldn't have said those things. That was very ungracious of me.”
“I enjoyed it.”
“You did? Why?”
“I've discovered that few people speak their minds. Most of them play word games, saying only what they think a person wants to hear. It's refreshing to hear the truth.”
“You are a puzzle, Andrew McGill.”
He turned toward her, and in the flash of the streetlights she saw a serious expression on his face.
“Solve me.”
He had to be kidding, of course. Why would a man like Andrew want a woman like her to delve deep enough to know the mysteries of his mind, the complexities of his spirit?
“Is that a new line? A way for men to keep a woman interested?”
He roared with laughter. “By George, Margaret Leigh, you have spunk.”
“On occasion.” She smiled at him. She was beginning to enjoy her date.
“I’ll see what I can do to make those occasions happen more frequently.”
“Why?”
“You're a pretty woman.”
“I'm not all that pretty. And I'm certainly not stupid. I'm not dumb enough to believe that a worldly man like you has more than a passing curiosity for a woman like me.”
“Curiosity leads to great discoveries. Columbus exploring America.”
“I'm not a new continent. And I'm not about to be explored.”
He laughed so hard, he almost rear-ended the car in front of them.
“If you'll scoot just a little closer, I promise that I won't try to explore you. At least, not yet.”
“Why do you want me to sit closer? I've already scooted over once.”
“Because we'll be at the Pirates' Den in about five minutes, and if I know Hooter and James Johnson, they'll be out in the parking lot, sitting on the tailgate of Hooter's truck, watching to see who's coming to the Saturday-night dance.”
“And your reputation will be ruined if they see enough room to stuff a balloon between us?”
“Right.”
“Why do you care?”
“I don't care what other people say. I just like to brag. I like to say that all women find me irresistible.”
She did. In the last fifteen minutes she'd found him totally irresistible, and she couldn't have said why any more than she could have flown to the moon without wings.
She was already close enough to feel his body heat, but what was the harm in moving closer? His arm tightened at the same time she made some slight movement. She found herself thigh to thigh with him, pressed tightly as a skin on summer sausage. Her heart thumped hard against her ribcage, and she imagined that he heard.
“Look over yonder.” As he pulled into the Pirates' Den, he nodded toward a sleek black Chevrolet truck. “Perched like two jaybirds on a limb. Hooter and James, the town's bad boys... except for me.”
Her heart did a quick fandango. She'd suspected it, and now he'd confirmed it. She was on a date with Tupelo's bad boy. Margaret Leigh Jones, the most inexperienced woman this side of the Mississippi, was set to enter the Pirate's Den with a man she couldn't handle if she had a whip and a chair.
She lifted her chin in a small gesture of determination. She'd just have to keep her wits about her, that was all.
“Well, looka here!” The voice echoed across the parking lot as she and Andrew got out of the truck.
“Hooter,” Andrew whispered in her ear.
“Looka what Andrew's got. Where'd you get that beauty, boy?”
“I don't tell trade secrets, Hooter.”
“It's ain't right not to share, Andy.” The gruff voice belonged to James.
“Look but don't touch, boys.”
Keeping his arm around her, Andrew quickly drew her into the nightclub. The encounter in the parking lot was nothing compared to the shock of entering the Pirates' Den. Smoke fogged the room, circling the naked bulbs like blue vultures. Skin was showing everywhere. Women with naked shoulders and skirts hiked up to show their mesh-stockinged legs were sitting at tiny tables with men wearing cowboy hats and snakeskin boots and smoking big, ugly cigars.
The loud music and loud voices combined in a roar that filled the club. There was a small parquet dance floor, but it was so crowded, a toothpick wouldn't have fit between the dancers.
“Do you like it?” Andrew had to yell in her ear to be heard.
“It's... different.”
“From what, pretty one?”
“From professional reading.”
Laughing, he wove his way through the crowd, keeping her safely tucked against him. By some miracle, he found a table about the size of six large postage stamps in a far corner of the room. She slid into a chair, bumping two people on her descent.
“Excuse me,” she said. They didn't even look her way.
“It happens all the time.” Andrew sat across from her. His legs got all tangled up with hers. She tried to move away, but there was nowhere to move. So she sat at the crowded table with her knees between Andrew's and her thighs pressing against his as if she were some shady lady of the evening. She supposed it was indecent, but it didn't feel that way. It felt slightly naughty and almost comfortable and ever so exhilarating.
Andrew reached across the table and linked his hands with hers.
“How about a good tall glass of root beer to cool things off.”
“Root beer?”
“You don't like it?” He looked crestfallen, as if she'd just said she didn't like his grandmother.
“Yes, I like it. It's just that I never imagined a man like you drinking root beer instead of Old Crow.”
“You keep saying 'a man like you,' as if I'm from some other planet. I'm just an ordinary bird-dog trainer, living in the woods and getting my kicks by dancing with pretty women on Saturday nights.”
“You're far from ordinary, Andrew McGill.”
“Tell me more.” He leaned so close, she had the sensation of falling into his eyes for the second time that day. “Like all human beings, I love to hear good things about myself.” He squeezed her hand. “You will say good things, won't you, Margaret Leigh?”
“If you call bold to the point of swaggering good, I suppose I will.”
“Swagger. I like that term. Do I swagger?” He was as pleased as a little boy by the prospect.
“You could out-swagger Bluebeard the Pirate.”
“You have quite a turn with words.”
“I suppose that's because I read all the time.”
“A pretty woman like you... with that soft pearly skin.” He ran the back of his hand lightly down her cheek. “You should be making love all the time.”
She wet her dry lips with the tip of her tongue. Think. Change the subject.
“Actually, I should be good with words. I'm surrounded by books.”
“Where?”
“In the library. I'm the cataloguer.”
“A librarian.”
“You make me sound like a museum piece.”
“No. I think it's great.” He traced her cheek again. “A lovely librarian in a shiny Christmas dress... and you're all mine.”
“Actually, I'm not all yours. I'm a woman of independent means making something of myself and living a quiet, decent life on Allen Street with a poodle named Christine and an aunt named Bertha.”
As always, his laughter came quickly. Margaret Leigh liked that about him, his quick laughter. She liked it almost as much as she did his extraordinary blue eyes.
“Woman of independent means, may I have this dance?”
The band was playing a slow bluesy tune, the kind that got into your heart and made you want to weep without knowing why.
“Yes.”
He maneuvered his big body out of the small space behind the table and scooted out her chair, in the manner of a real gentleman. Aunt Bertha would have approved. Sliding one arm around her shoulders, Andrew squeezed them into an opening about the size of a rake handle.
Pressed against him chest to knees, Margaret Leigh discovered that he was as solid as an oak tree and as inviting as a warm fire on a cold day. And rhythm! Although she hadn't danced in many years, she had no trouble following Andrew's lead.
This was the way it should be, she thought. A man and a woman moving in close embrace and perfect harmony, surrounded by dim smoky lights and sweet blues. For the first time in all her thirty-two years, she felt sad for all the things she'd missed—the Saturday-night dances, the sunshine and pine needles smell of a man's skin, the rough-soft feel of his cheek against hers, the heart-thumping thrill of his hand low on her back.
“You were born to be held, Maggie.”
Who do you respond to a thing like that? Nobody ever said such lovely, suggestive things to her.
And nobody ever called her Maggie except Tess, bold Tess, who could do and say anything and still make people love her.
When Andrew pulled her so close, she was almost in his pocket, she figured that it didn’t matter whether or not she talked. Or danced, either, for that matter. What they were doing in the small space wasn't really dancing anyhow. It was more like making love standing up.
At least, she supposed that's what it was like. Tess had told her. And of course she'd read her share of books and seen her share of television and movies. Nothing much was left to the imagination anymore. All the mystery was gone.
Except for Margaret Leigh. For her, there was still the mystery of the unknown. And the glory. What would it feel like? What would it sound like? Smell like?
Curiosity leads to great discoveries. She heard Andrew's voice as clearly as if he had spoken. Land sakes, what had gotten into her? Curiosity also lead to things like hasty marriages and nasty divorce and bitter feelings.
If she had forgotten that, all she had to do was pick up the telephone and call Tess. Tess would tell her.
She'd do well to stick to her dancing and forget about exploring the male continent.
Andrew was having a good time.
That didn't come as any surprise to him. He always managed to have a good time. What surprised him was that he liked Margaret Leigh Jones, really liked her. She was soft and sweet-smelling and feminine in addition to being quick witted. He liked a woman with wit.
By George, sometimes his impulses paid off. If he hadn't taken on that spoiled poodle, he wouldn't be at the Pirates' Den with Margaret Leigh. Life was just full of unexpected pleasures.
“Put your head on my shoulder, pretty one.”
He cupped the back of her head, enjoying the feel of her silky hair, and settled her against his shoulder. She was a little stiff and uncomfortable, but she fit very well.
“You know what I love about this place?”
He had to lean close and speak directly in her ear so she could hear him. It gave him the advantage of feeling her soft hair against his cheek and smelling her fragrance.
“No. Tell me.”
She twisted slightly, and he found his mouth only inches from hers. Funny, he had never noticed her mouth before. It was full and beautifully defined. Lush. The prim librarian had a lush mouth.
Her body felt good too. He ran his hand experimentally down her back, enjoying the feel of her blue taffeta dress and the shiver that went through her.
When he'd seen her in that dress, he'd felt some long-lost innocence bubble up inside him. He hadn't seen a girl put on a party dress to go dancing since his college days. Nowadays, they opted for comfort, mostly old blue jeans and baggy sweaters and sneakers. But Margaret Leigh had worn blue taffeta for him. Somehow that made him feel good.
He leaned a fraction closer so that his lips were almost touching hers.
“What I like, Margaret Leigh, is being in the middle of a crowd and feeling entirely alone. It's a strange kind of privacy.”
Her eyes widened, and a soft flush came into her cheeks. .She’s afraid I’m going to kiss her. He would have if she had been any other woman. But she was Margaret Leigh Jones, wearing a dress of blue taffeta and a cloak of innocence. And so he decided to wait. He had all the time in the world. He wasn't out for a conquest. He was just after a little variety.
“Sometimes you say the most wonderful things,” she said.
“That's wonderful?”
“Yes.” Her smile was shy and beautiful. “Comparing my dress to Christmas... that's poetic.”
“Thank you.”
“You could have laughed, you know.”
“Why?”
She glanced down at his jeans, T-shirt, and leather jacket. “It appears that I'm terribly overdressed.”
“I figure a man is never overdressed if he's comfortable. Are you comfortable?”
“This dress puts me in a party mood. It makes me feel sparkly and sort of young. So yes, I guess you could say I'm comfortable.”
“Then relax a little more. I don't bite.” He pressed her head against his shoulder once more. “Here. Let me massage your back. Is that better?”
“Yes.”
He knew she was lying. She was stiff all the way down to her toes. And that made him feel like a king as well as a scoundrel. He'd have to spend all day tomorrow walking in the woods and trying to figure that out. He wasn't accustomed to ambiguities in his life. Simplicity was more his style.
He kept her on the dance floor for nearly an hour. The band was in a mellow mood and played nothing but slow jazzy tunes that were nice for cuddling. And there was nothing he enjoyed more than cuddling, unless it was lying in the sunshine listening to his birddogs bay.
When they finally sat down, Margaret Leigh was dewy-faced and wide-eyed. Looking at her through the haze of blue smoke, Andrew felt invigorated.
“How about that root beer now?”
“Sounds good.”
“I’ll go and get it. Stay right here.”
“Where would I go?”
He kept an eye on her as he edged through the crowd toward the bar. When he was halfway across the room, he saw Hooter making his way toward Margaret Leigh. He was torn between going back to the table and going on to the bar.
Finally he decided to go for the root beer. Margaret Leigh was a grown woman. He didn't want to insult her by acting as If he thought she didn't have enough gumption to take care of herself.
He leaned across the bar, ordered quickly, then turned around so he could see what Hooter was doing. As far as Andrew knew, he was harmless, but he did have a way of leering that scared the wits out of some women.
Hooter was standing close to Margaret Leigh, too darned close for Andrew's liking—and he was laughing his head off. He'd probably made some fool joke that he thought was funny. Or perhaps Margaret Leigh had said something witty. Hooter leaned over and cut off Andrew's view of their table.
For the first time in his life he felt impatient. “Is that root beer about ready?”
“Coming right up.”
He slapped the money on the bar, then quickly took the frosty glasses across the room, sloshing some of the amber liquid onto the wooden bar. Margaret Leigh was sitting serenely at their table with her hands folded, and Hooter was in full retreat.
“You had company while I was gone.” Andrew plopped the glasses on the table.
“Yes. Mr. Hooter.”
“Mister!” Andrew laughed. “He must have loved that.”
“He hated it.” She took a sip of her root beer, made only a small face, then took another sip.
“Well...” Andrew left the word hanging.
“Well, what?”
“Aren't you going to tell me what Hooter wanted?”
“To dance.”
“That's all he wanted, to dance? Then why did he leave in such a hurry?”
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