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CHAPTER ONE




 


THE MOST PEACEFUL ASPECT of that Friday
evening on the front porch was the certainty that my problems were
over. My brother Ambrose and I had secured full rights to our late
parents’ property, and I had a free place to live. He could farm
without renting land. We were home.

I was, anyway. Ambrose and his wife Sharon
planned to continue living close to Dubuque, where she taught
school. Except for spring planting and fall harvest, my brother
would work the land by coming to Southeast Iowa a few days each
month. I could manage the farm other times.

The front porch of my late parents’ house,
now ours, faced the wide yard that separated it from a tall barn
and its surrounding cornfield. The dried stalks would soon come
face to face with a combine, and my view across our fields would be
unobstructed.

Coming back to River’s Edge after college in
Iowa City hadn’t been my first plan, but jobs in journalism aren’t
plentiful if you want to stay in Iowa. I was happy at the South
County News. At least, until Hal Morris fired me.

I smiled. Who would have thought I’d be glad
that happened? I loved the landscaping business I started last
year. I worked hard, but my time was my own. Now that we had the
farm again, I needed a flexible schedule.

A bark near my feet announced that Mister
Tibbs had awakened from her after-dinner nap.

I leaned over to pet her wiry curls. “Hello,
girl. You want to walk to the barn and back?” I still didn’t let
her roam without me. Probably would after she learned how to find
her way home from a cornfield. Once you’re in one, every stalk
looks alike, and with her being mostly a terrier mix, I'd never
spot her.

Mister Tibbs, so named because her prior
owner wanted a boy and kept the name she had planned for one,
trotted ahead of me to the barn. Her routine has become to walk
around and then through it, usually making a deposit at the edge of
the cornfield. My unscientific survey will determine whether the
stalks in that area grow taller than those nearby.

As we rounded the barn to return to the
house a smart-looking, dark green pickup pulled onto the lot. I
can’t say driveway, because the middle of the large yard is simply
where we park.

Syl Seaton was my first client as a
landscaper. I waved at him and walked to his truck. “What brings
you to the hinterlands at dusk?”

He grinned. “Hello, Melanie. Finished a big
segment of a project and wanted to get the heck out of my
house.”

He lives on several acres at the far western
side of River’s Edge. He’s never said why he moved to Iowa from
California. More specifically, why River’s Edge. He got some kind
of big IT contract with an insurance firm in Des Moines, but our
town is nearly ninety miles from there.

Syl held up two bottles of my favorite beer.
“Nightcap?”

“By all means.” We turned and walked in
quiet companionship to the side porch. Mister Tibbs, still on her
long leash, led the way and plopped on the recently painted gray
floorboards, panting lightly.

I gestured that Syl should sit in one of the
two canvas chairs. “I should shop for some real furniture, but I’m
in no rush.”

He twisted the cap on one of the beers and
passed it to me before he sat. “I expect you have more important
things to think about.”

“But nothing unpleasant. Since the fields
were rented out for this season, I’m mostly working with Ambrose to
buy some additional equipment for next year, get repairs made to
the barn, that kind of thing.”

Syl nodded at the brilliantly red maple tree
that sat on the west side of the house. “Those leaves mean you
won’t have much to do ‘til spring.”

I laughed. “Spoken like a city guy. Lots of
winter chores. Order seeds, map out what to plant next year. I’m
going to paint most of the rooms in the house. I want it to
look…different.”

He nodded at a folder on the floor next to
my chair. “Going to finish Hal’s book?”

I snorted. “Not hardly.”

Before his untimely death, Hal had been
secretly writing a novel about a local farm couple who had been
killed in a car accident. Aside from the few chapters being some of
the most poorly written I’d read, he had extrapolated the
circumstances of my parents’ accident to imply they had been
murdered by someone who wanted to buy their land. If Hal hadn’t
been dead when someone gave me his draft, I’d have killed him.

“Why do you have it out?”

I picked up the folder and pointed to my
name, which was scrawled on the front. “You remember I told you
this came to me because Bruce Blackner found it when he bought
Hal’s old boat?”

Syl nodded. “Yep.”

“Hal had no family, so when Bruce saw my
name, he figured Hal had been working with me on it.”

Syl laughed. “Maybe that’s a reason to
finish it for your late and, as I understand it, largely unmourned,
former boss?”

“No way. I showed it to Sandi a few weeks
ago. She can’t think of any reason Hal wrote my name on it, so we
decided he was simply making a note to himself to call me.” I
nodded at the manuscript. “I’m trying to talk myself into trashing
it.”

“And why is that so hard?”

“I’m sure not sentimental about Hal, but
it’s hard to toss what might be the last project he worked on. I
wish he had relatives I could give it to.”

“You’re journalists. Doesn’t one of you know
contests for tackiest first chapters?”

I grinned. “Probably, but I doubt this would
even be up to snuff for that. I should invite Sandi over, and we
can toss it into the burn barrel behind the house. Watch it go up
in flames.”

We sat in silence as we drank the beer.
Syl’s expression seemed more solemn than usual. Though he’s not
exactly jovial, he has a wry sense of humor. It could be that I was
interpreting his reserve and more conventional style of dress –
always collared shirts and slacks rather than jeans – as somber,
rather than simply more formal than most men I knew.

After a minute of listening to the now-brown
cornstalks swish softly in the breeze, I said, “You’re pretty quiet
this evening. You okay?”

Syl shifted in his chair but didn’t look at
me. “I moved to Southeast Iowa because I can run my business from
anywhere. South County, sitting here along the river, looked
peaceful.” He paused for several seconds and grinned at me before
turning his gaze back to the field. “And damn, if it isn’t too
quiet sometimes.”

I waited a few seconds before replying. Syl
had never said much about his life, and I didn’t want to rush into
a response. “Where you’re from, near LA, right?”

He nodded.

“There’s a lot of what I call passive
activity in big cities. I mean, you can show up at a museum or
park, heck even a big bookstore, and there’ll be something going
on. Here, if you want to feel part of something, you have to make
friends. That gives you people to hang out with.”

“You’re my friend.” He flashed a smile. “And
Stooper, of course.”

Stooper reinvented himself from town drunk
to gardener when I asked him to help me with some of the heavier
work at Syl’s place. The two men have developed an unlikely
friendship. For a while, I thought it was largely because Syl
needed Stooper’s help, but now I’m convinced they truly like each
other. Syl even keeps a pitcher of iced tea in his fridge for
Stooper.

“And I know I speak for Stooper when I say
we’re glad to know you. But if you want to talk to more people than
us or Andy at the hardware store, you have to join something.”

His brow furrowed. “You, uh, mean like a
church?”

“You could, of course.” I grinned. “You’d be
a hit at any church social.”

He grunted.

“But that’s not what I meant. Our Lions and
Rotary clubs aren’t big, but you spend time with people doing
something other than eating.”

He laughed. “Your insurance guy, Bruce
Blackner, he came by to see if I needed a different car insurance
company. I didn’t. He invited me to go to a Rotary lunch.”

“Do it.”

“You go?”

“I went when I was a reporter. I should
rejoin. Now that I can live here without paying rent, I’m flush
again.”

Syl took the last pull on his beer and
stood. “When’s the next lunch?”

“Usually, they meet the second and fourth
Wednesday. I’ll check and call you.”

He reached for my empty beer bottle. “I live
close enough to town to have a recycle bin.”

I laughed. “You tree hugger, you.”

He pointed a finger at me. “Conservationist,
if you please.”

Syl was almost to his truck when I called to
him. “Farm Bureau annual meeting this Saturday. Tomorrow. You’re my
guest.”

Since dusk had turned to night, I couldn’t
see his face, but his posture said he didn’t think the Farm Bureau
was his thing.

“A meeting?”

I laughed. “Basket dinner, short meeting.
You’ll meet fifty people.”

“Oh, joy.” He climbed into his truck. After
he turned it around, he put down the window. “Should we invite
Stooper?”

“Good call.” I waved and turned toward the
door. I bet if Syl still had friends in Los Angeles, they’d be
surprised to hear he planned to spend Saturday evening hearing
about the corn yield in South County, Iowa.


 CHAPTER TWO

 


 


WHEN I CALLED STOOPER the next morning, Syl
had already alerted him to the Saturday night plans.

“Can’t quite see Syl mixing it up with the
guys from the grain elevators,” Stooper said.

“Some of them are the richest people in the
county.”

He shrugged. “Not all about money.”

I almost said it is when you don’t have
much, but that wasn’t the point. “I hear you. Syl’s a businessman.
The families at the Farm Bureau dinner are, too.”

“What time?”

“The church social hall opens at
five-thirty, dinner served about six.”

Stooper grunted. “If Syl’s going, I will.
Some of those people won’t be glad to see me.”

I could imagine Stooper in his trademark
blue jeans and flannel shirt cut off above the elbow. “Not a prom
party. Besides, the only ones who saw you at Beer Rental Heaven
will be glad to see you away from there.”

“Dropped forty-four pounds since I stopped
drinking. Joshua Marshall at the vet hospital lets me use the
scale.”

I laughed. “I’d never have the guts to weigh
myself in a public place.”

“You aren’t fat.”

“I’m five-six and sturdy.”

He snorted. “See you at supper.”

I hung up and called to tell the Farm Bureau
secretary, who was also my neighbor Mrs. Donovan, that I was coming
with two guests. I assured her I would bring lots of food.

“I can't believe I forgot you were the Farm
Bureau secretary. Haven’t you done that for maybe twenty-five
years?”

“Twenty-three. I had hoped to make it to
twenty-five, but Tom Dodson told me that when he becomes president
in a year he has someone else in mind.”

I could hear the disappointment in her
voice. “Gosh, I'm sorry.” I had no idea what else to say.

“I’ll probably end up enjoying my leisure
time. So, Melanie, I’ve already made copies of the materials to
distribute. Can you and your guests share?”

“Of course.” I gave her Syl and Stooper’s
names.

“I saw them having lunch at Mason’s Diner
the other day. And Stooper was eating a salad.” She said the last
word as if she had seen him eating a cutworm burger.

I smiled at the image of a burger made from
the invasive corn crop pest. “He looks good, doesn’t he?”

“Indeed. See you at five-thirty.”

I tidied the kitchen and scrubbed its floor.
As I got a bag of trash ready to carry to the burn barrel, my cell
phone rang.

“Melody? Tom Dodson here.”

Oh, good. He can’t even get my name
right. “Hello, Tom, long time no talk.”

“I’m Farm Bureau vice-president this year,
and I was just going over the attendance list with Mrs. Donovan.
I’ve been meaning to call. Really glad you got clear title to your
parents’ farm.”

When people said this, I had to quell
irritation. When our late neighbor was trying to weasel it away
from Ambrose and me, few people said they thought Frost’s claims
were bogus. I suppose they didn’t want to take sides in case he won
his outlandish court case. “Thanks much.”

“So, since you’re coming to Farm Bureau
tonight, I wanted to nip some gossip in the bud.”

“Okay... What’s up, Tom?”

“You remember your dad was on the advisory
group at my family’s elevator?”

“Sure.” As a kid, I called the local grain
elevator “the silo place.” I constantly asked to go inside the
cylindrical, steel silos that contained the ground corn. Never was
allowed in, of course.

“See, before his, uh, untimely death, your
dad and I were kind of butting heads, but on crop stuff, not
personally.”

I said nothing for a few seconds. “I never
heard him say a word. What did you disagree on?”

“Lots of discussion at the grain elevator
about whether we should use the same equipment to grind GMO corn
and regular corn. Your father and I came down on different sides of
that.”

“Sure, I heard Dad say he didn’t like
co-mingling, I think he called it. But he never mentioned you guys
argued or anything.”

“Like I said, it wasn’t personal.”

I had no idea where to go with the
conversation, so I changed the subject. “I’ll have to stop by the
elevator sometime to talk about a contract for next year.”

“Oh, sure. You aren’t going to rent out the
land anymore?”

“Not planning on it. I’ll stop by after it’s
colder.”

He cleared his throat. “Considerate of you.
Always extra busy until a couple weeks after the first frost.”

 


MISTER TIBBS AND I WENT into River’s Edge to
buy ingredients for banana bread and a spaghetti casserole my mom
always took to the South County Farm Bureau dinner. I’m a
surprisingly poor cook, considering I’m the daughter of a woman who
regularly won blue ribbons for her pies at the county fair.

I prepared a mental shopping list as I drove
through town, toward the Hy-Vee grocery. River’s Edge is a
community of 7,400, much of it spread along the Des Moines River
about fifteen miles before it meanders into the Mississippi River
in Missouri.

Some would say small-town living is boring,
but I mostly don’t. We have baseball diamonds and a soccer field, a
town chorus that performs for free a few times a year, and an
all-day Fourth of July celebration that starts with games in the
morning and goes through fireworks. Plus the usual service clubs,
town parades, and a huge annual street fair.

I passed Main Street, which leads to the
small town square, the hub of River’s Edge. It’s no longer full of
stores that sell things anyone really needs. People drive forty
miles to Ottumwa or Mount Pleasant.

Mason’s Diner, my regular hangout, is just
off the square, which has antique stores, an artists’ co-op, a
bakery, coffee shop, things like that. If it weren’t for Mr.
Patel’s variety store, there wouldn’t even be a shop that sold
sewing thread or baseball cards. Not that I bought either. You’d
have to go to the very small pharmacy on one corner of the square
and pay a lot for greeting cards and such.

As I inspected bananas to buy the most
squishy, Sandi called to me from the other side of the Hy-Vee
produce section. “Heard you’re going to the dinner tonight.”

I frowned at her. “I’m beginning to think my
phone is bugged.”

Her red ponytail shook as she laughed. “I
was at the grain elevator earlier for a story I’m doing on grain
separation. Tom Dodson mentioned he’d just spoken to you.”

I moved toward her, bananas in hand. “Okay,
I won’t worry about spies on the phone lines.”

She began to fill a sack with the small
decorative gourds that populate part of the produce department
every fall. “I guess he and your dad butted heads a lot. I didn’t
know that.”

I wondered why Tom had mentioned that to
her. “For some reason, Dad didn’t want to use GMO seed. I always
figured the higher cost made him avoid it.”

Sandi shrugged. “Have you thought about what
you’ll use next spring?”

I started to tell her it might depend in
part on what the farmers we leased to had planted, when she nearly
squealed.

“You’re buying spaghetti and grated cheese.
Are you making your mom’s casserole for tonight?”

“Yep. You going?”

“I’m covering it for the paper. Until just
now I wasn’t looking forward to it.” Sandi grabbed a head of
lettuce. “I better get there early. Unless you’re making a double
batch.”

“I suppose I could.” I glanced at my basket,
calculating how much more I’d have to buy. “I have to hustle.
Mister Tibbs and I have to stop at the hardware store on the way
home.”

“Getting some pumpkins?”

I shook my head. “Nope. I’m replacing the
knobs on all the outside doors.”

Sandi was just starting to shop, so I paid
for my groceries and went outside to retrieve Mister Tibbs from her
shady spot clipped to the bicycle rack. “Come on, girl. When we get
to the hardware store you can come inside.”

 


I INSPECTED A MIX OF deadbolts and doorknobs
as Mister Tibbs strained on her leash. She wanted to go to our
usual haunt, the gardening section. She likes the smells.

Andy’s always-whiney voice came from behind
me. “Finding what you need, Mel?”

I glanced at him. “Trying to decide if I
want to go to the trouble of installing a deadbolt.”

“You maybe got a drill. We sell a special
piece for ‘em, so’s you can make the hole.”

“Good to know.” I didn’t turn to fully face
him. Andy is nosy and quick to pass gossip. I prefer to stay off
his radar.

“You and Ambrose decided what you’re doing
with your farm?”

I turned toward him. “You mean like corn
versus soybeans?”

He leaned his wiry frame against a shelf of
nails and screws. It swayed gently, so he stood straight again. “I
guess I mean are you sellin’?”

“Why would you even ask that? You know how
hard Ambrose and I worked to keep it.”

Andy’s gaze shifted right, then left. “Just
thought the people you rented to might offer to buy it. Or maybe
keep farming it.”

Ambrose had arranged the fairly simple
contract that let the Kendig brothers and their wives use our
fields. In exchange for no rental fee, we had split the profits
fifty/fifty. Since our parents had owned the farm free and clear,
we figured this would keep the land worked, while ownership was in
dispute, and not put the Kendigs in the hole if corn was bringing
in too little one year.

On the advice of our lawyer, we had put our
share of any profits in an escrow account and didn’t touch the
money until ownership issues were resolved. I resented having had
to skimp on everything when our money sat in the local bank.

“We have no intention to sell, Andy.”

He nodded. “Which grain elevator you gonna
use?”

“You’re the second person to talk about
grain elevators today. Are you asking everybody who comes in?”

“Not ‘specially. Knew your old man and
Dodson butted heads a lot.”

I tuned out Andy, as I inspected doorknobs,
and only picked up the end of his sentence.

“...fisticuffs at the last Farm Bureau
meeting your dad was at.”

I hung a doorknob back on its rack. “My
father didn’t get into ‘fisticuffs’ with anyone, Andy. Not for any
reason.”

Mister Tibbs didn’t like missing a visit to
the garden center, but if I kept talking to Andy, I would’ve thrown
a doorknob at him.


 CHAPTER
THREE

 


 


AS I TOOK THE spaghetti casserole out of the
oven, I wished I had not invited Syl and Stooper to the dinner this
evening. Between Tom Dodson’s call and Andy’s comment about
fisticuffs, I had begun to wonder if some people had been angry at
my father. Not that it mattered now.

Syl’s truck horn beeped once, and he turned
off its engine. I glanced down to be sure no flour or a stray
spaghetti noodle graced my black slacks or silver mock-turtleneck
knit top.

Syl had insisted on driving. I thought he
wanted to be sure he didn’t walk into a room of strangers, if I
arrived later than he did.

He knocked lightly on the side door, and I
called, “It’s open. You’re in time to carry stuff out.”

He walked into the kitchen and took in the
older cabinetry and Formica flooring.

I grinned. “Think we have some updating to
do?”

“I wasn’t thinking that so much. This is the
first time I’ve been in what I’d call a true farm kitchen. I like
it. But…” He studied the cupboard in a corner. “Why does that
cabinet have doors with metal squares with holes in the
middle?”

I snapped the lid on the second casserole
dish. “It’s called a pie safe. Belonged to my grandmother. In the
old days, you put pies and maybe bread in it to cool. Kept the bugs
off stuff, and the holes let hot air escape.”

“Huh. I’ll chalk that up to another part of
rural life I’m clueless about.”

“I suppose air conditioning put the final
nail in their coffins.” I finished wrapping each casserole in a
kitchen towel.

He nodded as he stacked the lidded
casseroles to carry them out. “I guess punching holes in tin isn’t
much of a career option these days.”

I grabbed the two wrapped loaves of banana
bread and slung my purse over my shoulder. “We’d never sell it, but
they used to bring a pretty penny. People aren’t into antiques so
much these days.”

“Where did you keep it when you guys took
all the furniture out of the house?”

“Ambrose and Sharon had what furniture we
kept. They insisted the pie safe come back here. Kitchen would look
pretty bare without it.”

I glanced down as something wet touched my
calf. “Mister Tibbs, you and your cold nose just went out. You’ll
be fine for a couple hours.”

Mister Tibbs’ eyes can implore without
accompanying whining. I kept the purse on my shoulder, as I stooped
to pat her white and beige ringlets. “Go to your spot. You can
watch us leave.”

“And come back,” Syl added.

She emitted a barely audible growl.

“Hey, you like Syl.”

“Still a strange house for her,” he
said.

I walked back to the kitchen and took a
treat from the glass jar on the counter next to the fridge. Mister
Tibbs trotted after me, tail wagging.

I tossed it a couple feet from me. “You
scallywag. You planned that.”

 


WHEN SYL AND I pulled into the Methodist
Church parking lot, we spotted Stooper standing next to his
battered Dodge Dart. Instead of jeans he wore a pair of corduroy
pants that looked about ten years old, and a burgundy pullover
sweater. I’d never seen him look so middle-class.

“What do you suppose got into Stooper?” I
murmured.

Syl spoke quietly as he opened his door. “He
drove over to the Goodwill store in Ottumwa to shop.”

I slid out of the truck and turned to grab
the bread. “Hey, Stooper, looking good.”

He grinned as he walked to the truck bed to
take one of the two casserole dishes. “New duds. I had the pants
and shirt I wore to my father’s funeral a few years ago, but
they’re way too big now.”

“Congratulations,” Syl said.

“Thanks. So, Mel, how much is this
shindig?”

“It’s free as long as you’ve paid your Farm
Bureau dues and bring food. You’re my guests.”

We went into the church and walked down the
flight of stairs to the basement community room.

“What if somebody can’t do stairs?” Syl
asked.

Elevator the size of a tin can kinda behind
the pulpit area,” Stooper said.

“Planning on losing more weight?” Syl
asked.

I tried not to laugh. “God. I should have
told you two you had to behave if I brought you.”

Sandi’s voice drifted down the steps. “Might
work with Syl.”

We had reached the bottom, and I saw Stooper
grin at Syl before Syl asked Sandi, “What did you bring?”

Sandi took a large bag of round peppermint
candies from her purse. “After dinner mints.”

I raised my eyebrows at her. “Hot times in
the kitchen?”

We turned right and entered the large
community room with its cinderblock walls, indoor-outdoor carpet,
and twenty or so round tables with chairs. I nodded toward the
overflowing tables on the side of the huge room. “Guys, we’ll head
there to drop off our food.”

“Our real food,” Syl said.

As we placed the dishes on the table, Eliza
Wright swooped over. “I’ll put one in the oven to keep it warm.”
She gave Syl a dazzling smile. “And did you make this yourself,
Hon?”

Syl balanced hot pads as he passed his dish
to her. “I’m pretty good at scrambled eggs. That’s about it. This
is from Melanie.”

Eliza’s eyes widened briefly. As she walked
away, she was undoubtedly internally debating whether Syl and I
were dating. I don’t think we are.

Stooper placed the casserole he had carried
on the table and kind of grunted to Syl, “Notice she didn’t ask
me.”

Syl and Stooper grinned at each other and
surveyed the room, as I took the banana bread to the dessert end of
the tables. I counted seven pies and several trays of brownies,
plus a pile of cupcakes and a huge bowl of fruit. No one ever goes
hungry at a Farm Bureau dinner.

Sandi sat her plastic bag of mints on the
table near my bread. “Guess I should have brought a bowl.”

A man’s voice called, “Melanie.”

Tom Dodson approached, right hand out to
shake mine. “So good to see you again.”

I took in his brown hair with more streaks
of grey than I remembered. It had probably been a year since I’d
seen him, and never in a suit.

I hadn’t come the last two years. I didn’t
hibernate after my parents died, but I avoided some of the events
we’d always done together, like Farm Bureau and the local craft
fairs my mother loved. “Thanks, Tom.” I extended my hand and shook
his.

He nodded at Sandi and got right to his
point, a frown firmly in place. “Now Bernard Hopewell might come
over to try to get you to switch to his elevator. But you’d have to
drive an extra couple miles, and that’s a lot of gas with a big
load.”

I couldn’t put a finger on it, but something
about Tom Dodson had begun to annoy me. The man had barely spoken
to me in years, and I didn’t remember him coming to my parents’
funeral. Not that I remembered everyone who came. It was so huge
the minister had asked someone to create an Internet feed for those
who had to sit in this very community room.

I withdrew my hand, but smiled. “Ambrose and
I have a lot to talk about. I don’t imagine we’ll do things
differently than Mom and Dad.”

Bruce Blackner cleared his throat.

Saved by the cough. “Hey, Bruce. Good
to see you.”

Anyone can join Farm Bureau, so nearly all
the non-agricultural business owners in town did. I suspected half
the reason was to make sure they had a shot at getting the members’
business for insurance or hairstyling or whatever.

Bruce turned to Tom. “Now, Tom, don’t scare
Melanie away.”

Tom’s smile was tight-lipped. “Just
welcoming her back.”

“Thanks, Tom,” I said.

Sandi’s eyes met mine and looked away, as
Tom kind of stomped off.

I returned my gaze to Bruce. “How’s my
favorite insurance seller?”

He grinned. “I should have used my phone to
record that.” He lowered his voice. “Give me a buzz on Monday.”

Mr. Patel called to Bruce, and he walked
away.

As I glanced toward Mr. Patel, I noted
Brenda Chase stop Tom Dodson, as she pointed to a clipboard she
carried. Brenda's a year older than my twenty-nine years and
recently divorced. Rumor has it she's on the prowl for a boyfriend.
Tom's huge smile, as he seemed to answer a question, made me wonder
if she'd found one.

Syl and Stooper came over, and the four of
us moved a few feet away from the serving table.

Stooper stared after Bruce. “You in the
market for some insurance stuff?”

“Not particularly,” I said.

Brenda and her clipboard approached us.
“Hello, you three.”

Stooper stiffened.

I smiled. “Syl, Stooper, and I did reserve
together.”

Stooper relaxed. I figured he had thought
she meant Sandi, Syl and me, thus ignoring him.

Brenda faltered, but only for a second. “Two
years ago, we began assigning people to specific tables. That way
there’s a good mix of conversation.”

“Oh?” Syl asked.

Brenda directed her brilliant smile to him.
“Now we have you at Table Three. It’ll give you a chance to meet a
nice cross-section of people. You do keep to yourself, Mr.
Seaton.”

“Syl,” he said, and he followed her nod to
the other side of the room. Table Three was larger than most
others. I glimpsed the mayor and high school principal, before
Brenda took Syl's arm and blocked my view as she guided him
away.

He turned his head to throw me a dirty look
– or maybe it was desperation – as he let her steer him away.

I turned to Stooper and Sandi. “I hope we’re
together.”

“If we aren’t, I’m headin’ out,” Stooper
said.

Before I could say we could likely
rearrange, Sandi said, “There’s a seating chart at the sign-in
table. You bypassed it when you took your food to the serving
table. You two are together.”

“Whew,” Stooper said, grinning. “I really
wanted some of that grub.”

Sandi laughed. “I’m where they always stick
reporters, at the far table.” She nodded to the back of the room.
“But if someone doesn’t show up at your table, I’ll move over.”

She gestured with her head to indicate that
Stooper and I should move a few feet closer to the painted
cinderblock wall. We followed.

“So, Mel.” She lowered her voice and took in
Stooper with a nod. “The big reason they started assigning seats
was because three years ago a couple people almost got into a
fight.”

“Here?” Stooper asked. “What, over the last
piece of pie?”

Sandi grinned. “I wish. About a new
pesticide that somebody used, and whether some of it drifted over
to one of the farms that does organic produce.”

I frowned. “I don’t remember that.”

Stooper nodded. “Kind of in the parking lot.
You probably already left to write your story.”

Sandi shrugged. “Your article that year had
bunches of pictures, and you wanted to work on the layout.”

“I know, two years before I left the
paper.”

“You mean got canned,” Stooper said. “Best
thing that ever happened to me.”

Sandi stared at him until he grinned.

“A motivated gardener,” I said, wanting to
be sure she knew I was used to Stooper’s sometimes odd humor.

Sandi glanced around the room. “Just don’t
bring up pesticides, genetically modified seed, or which grain
elevator pays more attention to that.”

I blew out a breath. “Okay, I know what
conversations to avoid.”

“Uh, one more thing,” Sandi said. “The
people who were most heated were some friends of your father’s,
people who had banded together to take their business from Dodson’s
elevator to another one. Hopewell’s place, I think.”

In the months before he died, my Father had
begun to come into town more, often meeting a few other farmers at
Mason’s Diner. A couple times they drove over to Keosauqua. He had
said they were trying out a new greasy spoon, as he put it. Had he
been avoiding some people he disagreed with?

A waving arm caught my attention, and I
raised a hand to Mr. Patel. Odd, he didn’t usually pay much
attention to me. My gaze crossed Tom Dodson’s, and he wore a deep
scowl.

I smiled and turned back to Sandi and
Stooper. “Too much intrigue for me. Let’s get seated.”

Stooper frowned. “Too bad we can’t hang out
here and be first in line.”

 


AS THE AFTER-DINNER presentations wound
down, I remembered why I had not liked being assigned to cover
these dinners for the paper. Too much to pay attention to on a full
stomach.

Stooper had his elbow on the table and
rested his head on his raised fist. Every now and then his eyes
closed and he swayed for a second before he reopened them. I
grinned at him, when he looked up after one of his larger
sways.

He sat up straighter.

I leaned toward him. “I have to go to the
ladies’ room for a second.”

“Traitor,” he mumbled.

The restrooms were in the hallway, and the
door leading out of the community room was not far from our table.
I glanced at Table Three as I walked. The high school principal sat
next to Syl, so close that her shoulder almost touched his. I
wonder who engineered that?

When I finished using the facilities, I
splashed water on my face. Makeup be damned this late in the
evening.

I looked left and right, as I reemerged into
the hallway. A motion to my right caught my eye. A deep, open coat
closet off the hallway had few jackets since it was still fairly
warm. The motion came again.

I walked down the hallway and looked into
the closet. A man lay sprawled on the floor.

“Oh, my,” I yelled, as I approached him.
“Call 9-1-1.” Since he had moved, I felt somewhat calm as I knelt
beside him.

As voices rose behind me, Tom Dodson’s
bloody hand reached toward me. He grabbed my knit shirt at stomach
level, and the grip helped him pull his head a couple of inches off
the floor.

“Be still, Tom. Help’s coming.”

What on earth could have caused the blood?
Was he on blood thinners and a small cut bled freely?

His head thudded to the floor, obviously
involuntarily. His open and unseeing eyes
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