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CHAPTER ONE

 


 


It was a disgustingly healthy day in Nowhere
Junction, Texas, judging by the emptiness of Dr. Mimsy Miles’s
waiting room. Sometimes Mimsy almost hoped for an epidemic, of the
nonlethal variety. Not that she wanted anyone to suffer. She just
yearned to save people.

To aid the truly afflicted. To prove she was
good at her profession. Perhaps to discover a cure that would
rescue people all over the world.

With one elbow resting on her desk, she
gazed out her office window. Located on the second floor above the
currently unoccupied ten-bed Nowhere Hospital, her suite overlooked
the school grounds across the street.

Beyond the circus tents that served as
temporary classrooms on this sunny October day, workmen hammered at
the old school building, stripping it prior to knocking it down and
putting up a new one.

Soon, Mimsy supposed, a workman would mash
his thumb. Or one of three rambunctious ten-year-olds someone had
dubbed the Brat Brigade would set off a firecracker in the vicinity
of Principal Dick Smollens, resulting in first-degree burns to one
of the little rascals. Or a golfer with more gusto than skill would
trip in the country club golf course and land on a low-growing
cactus.

Mimsy sighed and wound a curl of dark hair
around her finger. She didn’t mean to sniff at the routine ills of
her fellow townspeople. She just craved a chance to shine.

She was losing hope that it might ever
happen. Not only did the locals stay remarkably healthy, but even
on those rare occasions when she rode to someone’s rescue, she
remained obscure. Hidden in shadow. Practically invisible.

In high school, she’d organized pep rallies
and hot-glued countless banners, but had never been chosen a
cheerleader. In medical school, she’d placed near the top of her
class, but her boyfriend, Vince, had said everyone assumed it was a
computer error.

He soon became her ex-boyfriend. If she’d
known then that she would reach the age of thirty-three unmarried
and alone, would she have been so quick to dump him?

Surely the answer was yes. It didn’t have an
exclamation point after it, though.

A tap at the door roused her. “Doc?” A nest
of carrot-red hair poked inside. “Some patients are here. There’s a
couple that aren’t exactly human, only I wouldn’t dare say so to
Murdock Murchison.”

Those would be his dogs, George and Lucas,
named after the retired rancher’s favorite film director. Nowhere
Junction lacked a veterinarian and, rather than send for one from
the hated rival town of Groundhog Station, people occasionally
brought their small animals to Mimsy.

She didn’t mind, but humans came first. “Who
needs help the most?” Mimsy knew better than to use a word like
triage around her recently hired nurse-receptionist, even if her
name was Florence Nightingale.

Flo used to be called Minnie Finkins. After
her husband abandoned her to pursue his longtime dream of catching
Bigfoot, she’d changed it to the name of the famous nurse. If her
ex-husband could start a new life, so could she, Minnie had
declared.

“Lilibeth Anderson, I guess,” she said. “She
caught her hair in the blender while making a smoothie at
Anderson’s Coffee Shop.”

“Good heavens!” Mimsy jumped up in alarm.
“Did she injure her neck?”

“She’s mostly worried about her hair,” said
Flo. “She’s afraid it might get infected.”

“Her hair?” Mimsy asked in disbelief. While
Lilibeth had never been renowned for her brains, she deserved
credit for street smarts. Usually.

“Then there’s little Allie Murchison,” the
nurse went on, ignoring the question. “She’s one year old today,
you know. Something she ate at her birthday party upset her
tummy.”

“What was it?” In case of infection, Mimsy
intended to track down the source.

“Her mom blames the prune-and-pickle muffins
that Finella Weinbucket baked,” Flo said.

Finella, the perpetual PTA president despite
no longer having children in school, based her recipes on whatever
items were on special at Gigi’s Grocery Store. The bizarre
combinations often required a cast-iron stomach.

It was impossible to evaluate the situation
based on Flo’s account. Smoothing down her white coat, Mimsy
emerged into the waiting room.

Grizzled old Murdock Murchison was pacing
the floor. He glanced anxiously between his two rangy hounds, one
of which sported a makeshift bandage on its paw, and his
one-year-old granddaughter, who squirmed on her mother’s lap.

Despite all those present, the room
resonated with the aura of a single person: Lilibeth Anderson.
Golden, gorgeous Lilibeth.

Mimsy squelched a pang of envy. At
twenty-seven, Lilibeth had perfect skin and flowing, thick blonde
hair, with a figure that caused the town’s cowboys to turn purple
and stutter in her presence.

Being six years her senior, Mimsy recalled
Lilibeth as an angelic little girl. And, later, as the captain of
the cheerleaders. She had reigned as prom queen all four of her
years at the regional high school.

Currently she worked at her parents’ café
and drugstore. Someday, she would inherit both properties.

At the moment, tears welled in those melting
blue eyes. She looked so distraught that Mimsy could understand why
Flo had ranked her injury over a one-year-old’s tummy ache.

Nevertheless, little Allie was the more
fragile of the pair. Stomach trouble could signal any number of
problems, including appendicitis.

“Hi, Buffy,” Mimsy said to the child’s
mother. “Please bring her into my office.”

“But my hair!” Lilibeth glanced
apologetically at the assorted Murchisons. “I’m sorry and I know it
sounds stupid, but look at it.” She held up the tangled mess.
“Can’t this get infected and fall out or something?”

“No need to worry about that,” Mimsy told
her. “How’s your neck? Any sign of whiplash?” No matter how much
she might envy Lilibeth, it wasn’t in Mimsy’s nature to yield to
such a base emotion, or to deny anyone proper medical care.

The wide-eyed ex-cheerleader shook her head
emphatically, almost hysterically. The lack of wincing showed that
her neck was indeed unharmed. “It’s fine. But my hair... I’ve got
to look my best. I know it sounds a little strange, but I signed up
for a dating service on the internet, and this rich entrepreneur,
Mr. McRifle, is coming to see me. Driving his Lexus!”

To the best of Mimsy’s knowledge, no one had
ever driven a Lexus into Nowhere Junction. But why on earth would
the most beautiful woman in town advertise for a mate? Men
practically knelt in the street and flung proposals at her when she
walked by.

Still, Mimsy supposed Lilibeth might not
consider any of the local males worthy of her attention. That would
be understandable, since the town’s only millionaire, Mayor Quade
Gardiner, had recently married.

“Split ends are not a terminal illness,” she
said. “Why don’t you stop by Binny’s Beauty Salon and have it
trimmed?”

“Well, if you’re sure, I suppose that will
have to do.” Lilibeth hurried out the door with an air of
desperation.

Allie let out a loud belch. “Honey!” said
her mother. “Where are your manners?”

The little girl grinned. And uttered a
second belch as if for emphasis.

“How’re you feeling now?” Buffy asked her
daughter, and received another grin. “Sorry, Dr. Miles. I guess she
just has air in her tummy.”

“Thank goodness,” said Murdock. “Now if my
granddaughter’s all right, Mimsy, would you check George’s
paw?”

“I should examine Allie anyway,” Mimsy said.
“We shouldn’t risk missing a serious underlying illness.” There
remained a slim possibility of appendicitis. Also, in her opinion,
Finella’s culinary creations might prove lethal one of these
days.

“No!” The little girl climbed off her
mother’s lap and toddled toward the door.

“I won’t give you any shots, I promise,”
Mimsy told the child earnestly. “I only want to check your tummy.”
She glanced around for Flo. “Let’s take her temperature.”

“No!” repeated the baby.

“She’s missing her birthday party,” Buffy
said apologetically. “I’m sure she’s okay.”

“As long as you’re here, you should let me
complete the examination.” Mimsy knew as she spoke that it was a
lost cause. If she had a deep booming voice, people might heed her
words, but even Buffy, one of Mimsy’s best friends, brushed the
suggestion aside.

“I’m sorry we wasted your time,” she said.
“How much do we owe you?”

“Don’t worry about it.” Mimsy considered
herself in the Murchisons’ debt. Buffy’s husband, Carter, the town
mechanic, had towed Mimsy’s car for free the last time it broke
down.

A lot of her patients paid for their medical
care in trade: free services, farm produce, eggs, dressed chickens
and cuts of beef. Mimsy didn’t mind, since the town underwrote the
hospital and clinic expenses and she rented her apartment cheaply
from the Andersons.

Soon she found herself alone with Murdock
and the hounds. George was the yellow one, Lucas the black, she
recalled.

“What happened to your paw, big fellow?” She
knelt on the waiting room floor, since she drew the line at putting
a dog on her examining table.

“George Weinbucket stepped on it,” grumbled
Murdock. George, the town banker, was married to Finella, of the
prune-and-pickle muffins. “He says it was an accident but I think
he resents the dog having the same name as him.”

“Carter used to have a cat named Buffy, but
Buffy changed it to Toast,” Mimsy reminded him as she unwrapped the
paw.

“Nobody’s changing George’s name,” said the
old rancher. “If we allow that, next thing you know, some fellow
named Lucas will come to town and try to change my other dog’s
name, too.”

Mimsy signaled Flo for disinfectant. “Don’t
overexcite yourself, Mr. Murchison. It’s not as if we see many
strangers around here.”

“All the same,” he muttered, “a man’s got a
right to name his dogs however he likes. Anybody named Lucas had
better just ride on by and keep going.”

*

Texas sure was flat, thought Lucas McRifle
as his motorcycle whizzed down the highway between wire fences.

He supposed he looked carefree with his
shaggy hair blowing in the breeze. The truth was, he’d had to
choose between buying a helmet and being able to afford enough gas
to drive from Atlanta to Nowhere Junction and then on to his home
base in Los Angeles.

The bike was slim on storage space, so he’d
shipped his suitcases back to L.A. Then, right before he left
Atlanta, a thief had invaded his hotel room and escaped with his
laptop and cell phone.

Lucas hadn’t been this flat broke since his
teen years. He only hoped Lilibeth Anderson really was an heiress
as stated in her dating service listing, and as hungry for
adventure as she’d sounded in the e-mails they’d exchanged.

He sympathized with her, being stuck in a
place called Nowhere Junction out of loyalty to her parents. He’d
grown up in the backwater town of Blink, Colorado, and fled as soon
as he turned eighteen. Just the thought of visiting a small town
gave him a weird creepy feeling touched with morbid fascination, as
if he were about to land face-to-face with a zombie from his
past.

Her messages hadn’t talked much about
marriage, fortunately, because Lucas wasn’t the marrying kind.
Mostly Lilibeth sounded bored, frustrated and eager for a
challenge.

Well, he could offer the excitement of a
high stakes gamble, along with a chance to become immensely
wealthy. If she was as restless and independent-minded as Lucas,
that would make her happier than walking down some clichéd old
aisle. He prayed Lilibeth didn’t turn out to be a con artist or a
spoiled rich girl toying with would-be suitors.

Six weeks ago, Lucas’s longtime partner had
cleaned out their joint bank account and absconded to Mexico. His
disappearance was puzzling, since they’d been on the verge of
netting a fortune by marketing a rare coconut powder with valuable
medicinal properties, but facts were facts. Then a major deal in
Atlanta into which Lucas had sunk his personal savings blew up
because a businessman misrepresented his company’s finances.

It had rained the whole time he was in
Georgia, too.

After those experiences, he wasn’t about to
trust anybody, so he didn’t entirely regret that the leasing
company had reclaimed his Lexus. Since Lilibeth didn’t expect him
to arrive on this beat-up Harley, he might have a chance to poke
around undetected and learn the truth about her before they
met.

If the affluent Ms. Anderson helped him save
the project of a lifetime, the last few weeks wouldn’t seem so
terrible, Lucas mused. In the meantime, he might as well lean
forward and enjoy the trip.

The land was so flat that he might as well
aim for a personal best land-speed record. With a twist of the
handlebar, he gave the bike gas and flew over the pavement. Or as
close to flying as he could afford in his current state of economic
depletion.

Let the cows turn to stare. There was no
other traffic, and Lucas half hoped a bump in the road would send
him airborne for real.

In the autumn heat, the land shimmered ahead of him.
The road wasn’t quite as flat as it appeared, Lucas realized as he
zoomed forward. The dust and rippling waves of heat disguised the
pavement’s undulations.

The highway dipped in a couple of places,
creating depressions deep enough to hide an oncoming vehicle. He
eased off the gas, but he hated to slow down when he was having fun
for a change.

Lucas sure hoped there wasn’t an--oh, hell,
there it was—pickup truck rattling out of the next hollow, hogging
the middle of the road.

He would have cursed, if the wind hadn’t
been blowing into his face. Besides, it took all his concentration
to hold the Harley to the far right of the pavement. There was room
for him to pass, just barely. Except that something black and furry
jutted through the rear slats on the old truck, sticking into his
space.

A dog’s head.

Lucas edged over slightly. The motorcycle’s
front tire caught the edge of the blacktop. He fought for control
as it wobbled and sank into the sandy shoulder.

Fought, and lost.

The Harley was still going at least 30 mph
when it twisted violently out from under him. And... And...

And...

He knew he ought to wake up. His shoulder
hurt like a netherworld he didn’t want to think about when he was
this close to descending into it for real.

On the other hand, if he could feel pain, he
couldn’t be entirely dead.

Lucas slowly opened his eyes and stared at a
charming hallucination. A woman with dark curly hair and doelike
brown eyes was bending over him with the sweetest look of concern
on her face.

Possibly an angel, he mused dazedly. Women
never showed such unguarded tenderness toward a stranger.

He stirred.

“Hold still!” the woman said.

“I can take care of myself,” he muttered,
and tried to rise on one elbow. Agony knifed through him. “Oh
God!”

The angel frowned. “I can see we need a
tourniquet applied directly to the throat.”

He groaned. “Excuse me?”

“To stop the cursing,” said the woman, who
was wearing a white coat, not white robes, he registered. Lucas
couldn’t believe anyone clung to such a puritanical attitude in the
twenty-first century. “All I said was ‘Oh God!’”

“You took the Lord’s name in vain,” the
woman replied sternly.

He would have shaken his head except it
would hurt. “I must be in the middle of nowhere.”

“That’s right, this is Nowhere,” said the
lady in white. “And we have our standards. Now, how many fingers am
I holding up?”

“Seventeen.”

“Don’t be smart.”

“Three.”

“Better.”

From a makeshift ambulance near the side of
the road, two men carried over a stretcher. There was a red-haired
woman behind them, Lucas noted dimly. “I don’t need that,” he
managed to say.

“Indulge me,” replied the angel.

Lucas wasn’t about to let a bunch of yokels
cart him off like road kill. “I can walk.” This time he lifted his
shoulders two inches from the ground before lightning zapped
through him.

“Lie down!” the woman snapped, which wasn’t
necessary, since he’d already collapsed. “I’m Dr. Mimsy Miles. This
is Sheriff Bob Moriarty.” She indicated a thirtyish-year-old man in
a cowboy hat with sun-streaked brown hair and skin as tan as a
saddle. “And my nurse, Florence Nightingale, and Murdock Murchison.
He’s the driver you swerved to avoid.”

“Didn’t see you coming,” drawled Murdock.
“Sorry about that. I’ll pay your medical bills.”

The man was taking responsibility for the
accident? True, he had caused it, but he hadn’t hit Lucas.
Being a local, Murchison could have made excuses and gotten away
with it, but instead he’d come clean.

Amazing. Nobody acted like that in LA.

“I’ll need your name,” said Sheriff Bob.

Lucas had opened his mouth to answer when
his wiser self intervened. Once the name McRifle spread around,
he’d lose his chance to scope out Lilibeth Anderson on the sly.

Unwilling, in his precarious circumstances,
to risk losing his credit cards and driver’s license, as well, he’d
stuck his wallet inside his boot before setting off for Nowhere
Junction. There it lay flat enough to escape notice.

“I don’t rightly recall,” he said.

The sheriff turned to the doctor. “Is that
possible?”

“Very possible.” With cool, deft hands, Dr.
Miles applied a protective brace to Lucas’s neck. “He may be
suffering from traumatic amnesia, a loss of memory caused by a hard
blow to the head. Although rare, it can result from a traffic
accident.”

“I wouldn’t call this traffic,” said the
sheriff. “He ran into a dog.”

Lucas nearly responded that he hadn’t
actually hit the dog, but decided to stay out of it.

Kneeling, Bob patted Lucas’s pockets. “I’m
not finding any ID.”

“It’s probably lying around in a patch of
cactus,” said the red-haired nurse.

“You say he has amnesia?” asked Murdock. “I
wonder if he’ll be like your grandmammy, Bob. You remember, she
used to claim she was the real Anastasia, even though she was born
in Texas.”

“He didn’t claim to be somebody famous,”
grumped the sheriff. “He said he doesn’t know who he is.”

“It should clear up in a few hours, or days
at most,” Mimsy told Lucas. “I’m sure we can find a way to identify
you. It must be awful, not knowing who you are.”

She sounded so sympathetic that he felt a
twinge of guilt. “I—I think my name might be Lucas.” He’d signed
his e-mails L. McRifle, not giving a first name, so he figured his
identity should be safe for a while.

“Lucas?” Murdock glared at him. “Dang, boy,
did you try to hit my dog on purpose?”

“What?” Maybe he had suffered a
concussion, Lucas thought, because this sounded totally crazy.

“Murdock, how would he know your dog’s name
is Lucas?” demanded the nurse named Florence Nightingale. Wait a
minute—her name was what? That was almost as ridiculous as claiming
to be the tsar’s daughter.

Or maybe, Lucas thought wildly, all rural
nurses were called Florence Nightingale, just as cows were called
Bossie and dogs Fido...or around these parts, Lucas.

“I’m confused,” he said.

“Let’s load him the stretcher,” said the
cute lady doctor. “He needs attention, ASAP.”

*

Even in sleep, the man kept shifting,
groaning and muttering. Giving in to impulse, Mimsy stroked a lock
of brown hair off his forehead, and he calmed. Lucas—if that truly
was his name—had strong, masculine features. He wasn’t heavily
tanned, and his hands showed no sign of heavy work. Not a rancher,
for sure.

Mimsy had dosed him with enough painkillers
to last for hours. X-rays showed that he’d escaped with only
abrasions and a bruised shoulder, but those would hurt like heck
when he woke up.

The suffering of any patient upset her. For
some reason, this man in particular struck a chord. Mimsy found
herself wanting to make sure everything possible was done for his
well-being.

She wished she had the equipment to scan for hidden
brain damage. She debated calling for a helicopter to transport
Lucas to Austin, but that seemed like overkill. The best thing she
could do for the man was try to find out his identity.

Mentally Mimsy reviewed the items Sheriff
Bob had retrieved from the motorcycle. There was a sleeping bag and
a large duffel, neither bearing a name tag. The duffel contained
shoes and clothes and a pouch of brownish powder.

Eager to make his first-ever drug bust, Bob
had perked up at the sight of the powder. Sounding disappointed,
he’d reported a while later that it wasn’t illegal drugs nor any
other substance he could identify. But then, Bob had been in a bad
mood since his twin sister, Bobette, got engaged to a mattress
salesman from Groundhog Station.

In view of the lack of ID, the sheriff
wondered if Lucas could be an outlaw. Bob had sent his fingerprints
in for analysis, but she doubted he’d learn anything of
interest.

Mimsy didn’t believe her patient was a
criminal. Even in severe pain, he’d joked about how many fingers
she was raising. And he’d tried to take care of himself rather than
impose on other people.

Maybe she was naive, but to her, he seemed
like a nice guy. Not to mention incredibly handsome.

Her heart twisted. It was foolish to moon
over a man just passing through town. But before he left, she did
hope to find out how he looked when he smiled.

It would be worth remembering, Mimsy felt
sure.

 


 


 


CHAPTER TWO

 


 


The first thing Lucas noticed when he awoke
was that his boots were gone. The same boots—as if he had more than
one pair!—where he’d hidden his wallet.

He was lying on a hospital bed at dawn, the
dim light punctuated by the glow of medical devices. From nearby
arose the steady beep of a heart monitor, counterpointed by the
snores of someone slouching in a chair.

Lucas’s brain was fuzzy from painkillers.
They must be wearing off, though, because his body felt like it had
been used as a pincushion by the entire cast of “Project
Runway.”

Vaguely he recalled a sweet-faced doctor
with a warm, full mouth. If he hadn’t been so woozy, he’d have
fantasized about the things he could do with that mouth.

There had been another woman, too.
Carrot-top Flo. She’d watched over him for a while, Lucas recalled
vaguely, but then she’d murmured about heading home.

Who was snoring lustily in the chair? With
luck, it would be the lovely lady physician. He hadn’t been very
nice to her out there by the highway, Lucas recalled. He needed to
remedy that negative first impression. Also, if he played his cards
right, maybe she’d help him learn more about Ms. Lilibeth
Anderson.

Not that he exploited people in his quest
for financial success. Lucas believed in being generous toward
others and, until his recent setback, had underwritten an
organization that paid veterinary bills for disabled pets. He did
it in memory of the many injured stray animals, some of which had
become his pets, that had taken refuge in his father’s junkyard
when Lucas was growing up.

When he made a killing with Lilibeth’s help,
he would use his share to resume funding care for the pets, as well
as buy this hospital and its doctor all the equipment her heart
desired. He’d also give Murdock a new truck and build an
air-conditioned kennel for the black dog that shared Lucas’s name.
Okay, maybe not the last part. That was the pain medication
talking.

His first step was to make amends to the
lady physician. He couldn’t see her clearly from his prone
position, but she was slumped in a way that must be straining her
muscles. It would be a kindness to wake her.

“Doctor?” he called.

The snoring peaked in a low whistle, then
resumed.

“Mimsy?” No response. Maybe a little sweet
talk would get her attention. “Hey, honey?” The snoring sped up.
Obviously, at some level she could hear him. “Angel face?”

Two snorts and a whistle. Promising.

With a grin at his own audacity, Lucas said,
“Yo, babycakes! Anybody ever tell you you’re beautiful when you’re
sleeping? But it’s time to wake up. Snap out of it, sweetie
pie.”

The snoring stopped and the figure on the
chair straightened. A gruff masculine voice said, “Are you-all
addressing me?”

Lucas wondered if he could blame his
stupidity on the painkillers. Unfortunately that wouldn’t make him
feel any less embarrassed, he decided. “Sorry. Mistaken
identity.”

“That’s okay. Nobody pays me no mind anyway.” The
man shambled to his feet and gave an enormous stretch.

Tall and thin, long of hair and crooked of
tooth, the guy was a figure from a rustic fairy tale. His beanpole
proportions explained the oddly angled position he’d assumed on the
chair.

“I’m Billy Dell Grimes.” The skinny fellow
approached with his hand extended, then stopped. “Guess I’m not
supposed to touch the patient, ‘case I got some infection or
tother.”

“Are you the night nurse?” Lucas asked.

“Nope, just a handyman. They asked me to
fill in,” he drawled. “Flo had to go home on account of she’s a
single mom and her son, Hank, he’s ten, needs to be watched. He’s
been landing in trouble at school along with my son, uh...” He
paused and scratched his head.

“You forgot your son’s name?” Lucas doubted
that amnesia was contagious. Particularly fake amnesia.

“Well, I got so many of ‘em,” Billy
explained. “We have nine kids, my wife, Willie, and me.”

“That’s convenient if you always wanted your
own baseball team.” Lucas had never contemplated having even one
child, although in a funny way the idea appealed to him. That might
be the effect of finding himself in a small town, or it might be
due to receiving a jolt to the head. Still, it was odd for a man so
perfectly suited to the life of a bachelor. “It must be hard coming
up with nine names,” he added.

Billy Dell slapped his thigh with an air of
relief. “Joe, that’s the one that gets in trouble! He’s my
ten-year-old. Billy’s the eldest, and then there’s Dell, followed
by Willie. She’s named after my wife.”

“I see.” Lucas gathered that this naming
business had tapped out Billy Dell’s imagination rather early. “How
about the others?”

“We turned to the Bible.”

“Always a wise choice.”

Billy frowned in concentration. “There’s,
let’s see, Joseph—that’s Joe—and Mary, and then we had Adam, Eve
and Abel. Folks was afraid we was going to name the next one
Cain.”

Despite an aversion to chitchat, Lucas was
drawn into the drama. “And did you?”

“Willie went into labor right in the middle
of a school-board meeting,” Billy said. “I’m on the board ’cause of
having so many young-uns, you see. Anyways, people kept
accidentally saying the words ‘cane’ and `cain’t’ and shushing each
other. But we fooled ’em. We named the baby after Mazeppa.”

“Who’s Mazeppa?” asked Lucas.

“She used to be a bag lady until she married
Murdock Murchison, the guy that nearly whacked you to the great
beyond with his truck,” Billy replied. “It turned out she was rich.
She’d been hiding it all these years on account of she didn’t used
to like the way her son and daughter fought over their inheritance.
She’s the one that gave the money to build the new school.”

“That’s great.” Lucas shifted uncomfortably
as the invisible fashion designers resumed sticking pins into him.
“Did the good doctor leave me any medicine?”

“Oh, gosh.” Billy clapped one hand to his
cheek. “I was supposed to call her when you woke up. I guess I’d
better do that.”

“Wait!” said Lucas.

“What’s wrong?” The handyman wore an
expression of puppylike anxiety.

“My boots,” he said. “Where are my
boots?”

“Under the bed,” said Billy. “That’s where
people in Texas put their boots.”

That sounded good, except for one
not-so-tiny problem. “Who took them off me?” Lucas caught his
breath at the possibility that his deception might have been
uncovered.

“I did,” said Billy. “Dr. Mimsy has me
undress the males that can’t do it themselves.”

Lucas would rather avoid calling attention
to the subject of his supposedly missing wallet, but in his present
state he could hardly climb down there to check for himself. “Did
you find anything in them?”

“Oh, yes, sirree.” Billy knelt and hoisted a
boot from under the bed. Reaching inside, he produced the wallet.
“It’s right here. I didn’t touch nothing.”

“You didn’t look inside?”

“No, sir,” said the handyman. “I don’t mess
with nobody’s personal possessions.” He appeared completely unaware
that the wallet might have any significance other than as a
container for Lucas’s money.

“I’m sure you don’t,” he said. “Just put it
back in there, would you, Billy?”

“Sure thing.” The handyman tucked it inside
and put the boot away. “It’s nice and safe.”

“You didn’t mention it to anybody?”

“Why would I do that?” came the puzzled
response. “People are mostly honest around here, but I wouldn’t
tempt anyone by mentioning where you keep your cash. There’s a few
ten-year-olds who might figure it was a divine signal for them to
buy more firecrackers and scare the behooties out of Principal
Smollens.”

“We wouldn’t want him to lose any of his
behooties,” said Lucas, who had never heard the term before but
rather liked it. “By the way, what happened to my motorcycle?”

“Carter Murchison is working on it,” Billy
said.

“Is he related to Murdock?”

“His son,” said the handyman.

After asking a few more questions and
receiving scattered answers, Lucas sank against the pillow. He was
beginning to suspect that everyone in this town was either related
to each other or had the same name as a pet.

“I’ll go call Doc Mimsy about your
medicine,” Billy said.

“I’d appreciate it.”

As the handyman hurried away, Lucas felt a
spurt of eagerness to see the lady doc again.

*

In his condition, the man couldn’t leave,
Mimsy reminded herself after receiving the call from Billy Dell.
There was no need to hurry, but she did anyway. It was still dark
out on a brisk October morning, and she chose a turquoise
turtleneck to
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