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Chapter 1

Imogene Duckworthy did not like pigs. She was fairly fond of cattle, having grown up surrounded by them. She hadn’t been around pigs much. In fact, this was the first time she’d ever driven toward a pig farm.

Immy drove the ancient Dodge van out of Saltlick, a small Texas town with at least one foot planted firmly in the last century, and down the highway where cattle ranches, thickets of mesquite, and a few old oil wells stretched to the horizon. Cowboy country, not pig country. Not a pig in sight.

Her daughter, Nancy Drew Duckworthy, three-years-old-going-on-four, was squealing like a pig in her car seat. Drew adored swine. She had recently transferred her passion from Barbie dolls to pigs (with a brief interlude of worshipping hippopotamuses—because she liked saying the word). Since Immy loathed the fixation on Barbies, she was trying really hard to like pigs.

In fact, she was on her way to pick one out for Drew’s upcoming birthday.

“Pig, pig, pig!” squealed Drew. “I’m getting a big, big pig!”

Immy cringed. Not too big, she hoped. 

Immy would do anything for her daughter, anything in the world, but she wondered if this was the right thing. 

Her mother, Hortense Duckworthy, thought Drew should have a pig. Drew certainly wanted a pig. But the money to pay for it was making a dent, a ravine—no, a crater—in the pile Immy had saved to buy herself a car. A nice, clean, used car that had shiny paint and no rattles. Or maybe less rattles than the van.

After the dent made by the payment for her online PI course, her pile of savings was more like an ant hill. Not a big fire ant hill, either, a puny mound made by those Yankee red ants.

Ralph Sandoval, who had come along to help handle the animal, shifted his weight to look back at Drew. “Yes. A big, big pig.” 

Immy glanced over to see both of them grinning like maniacs.

Ralph sure hung around a lot lately. Ever since that first electrifying kiss in the spring. Immy wasn’t stopping him in case there might be more of those.

“They’re miniature potbellied pigs, y’all,” Immy said. “Not big ones.”

Her statement didn’t dampen their enthusiasm at all. They kept up a chant of “Big, big pig,” until she spotted a wooden sign swinging from a post: AMY’S SWINE. She turned the van up the dirt road that led to the pig breeder’s place, just outside the town of Cowtail. The van bumped along the dry dirt ruts, raising even more glee from Drew.

The bilious green van belonged to Immy’s mother and was their only family vehicle. But it was a trusty old thing and kept bouncing down the road.

Road dust blew in the windows and Immy reluctantly rolled them up. The van had no AC and Texas, this close to the Fourth of July, was damn hot. Immy didn’t like the windows closed. Confinement made her feel like she couldn’t breathe. Maybe that came from living in a small single-wide with her mother and daughter. Or maybe that time she locked herself in a closet for three hours when she was five had scarred her for life. Whatever caused the fear, her breathing became shallow and quick with the windows up.

By the time she negotiated the ruts and arrived at the house and outbuildings, Immy was drenched in sweat. She took a moment to mop perspiration off her face and hands with the paper towels she kept on the floor behind the passenger seat, then climbed out and unbuckled Drew from her seat in the back.

Drew, growing shy now that she was free to run to the pigs in the nearby pens, clutched her mother’s jeans with the hand that didn’t hold a small rubber pig.

Ralph came around to stand beside them. They almost looked like a little family, Immy thought. Well, except that Ralph wasn’t little. The sole underling to the police chief of Saltlick, he was ex-high-school-football-player large. Out of uniform, as he was now, he was only slightly less intimidating. He hoisted Drew to his shoulder. Immy worried that her daughter was so awfully far from the ground. Drew didn’t look scared at all.

Immy surveyed Amy’s farm as they walked toward the smell. A neat white ranch house with a storm cellar off to one side, a sparkling clean, white pickup parked at other side. A red barn and tractor shed twenty yards or so to the right. A few large live oaks dotting the front yard. She glimpsed more trees hanging over the pens in the rear. The scene was serene, idyllic. The stench was not. 

As they reached the backyard, a short woman came out of one of the pens. “I heard you coming. I’m Amy JoBeth.” She wiped her hands on her overalls and looked down at them. “Maybe I’d better not shake hands. I have your piggy dumpling ready.” She squatted down to Drew’s level. “So. You’re going to be four years old?”

Drew gave an enthusiastic nod, setting her glossy chestnut curls bobbing in the strong afternoon sunlight.

“Your piggy is right here.” Amy JoBeth stood and waved for Drew to follow her toward the pens. “Come see him.”

Immy wondered if it was true that people came to resemble their pets. Amy JoBeth was pig shaped, with a nice round middle and skinny arms and legs. Her nose even turned up. Her short, brown, wiry hair, if it were thinner, might look like coarse pig hair. Her overalls were practical, Immy supposed, for a pig person.

Immy had gotten the name of the pig farm from Ophelia Jenkins, a Saltlick resident who sold leather harnesses to breeders of miniature pigs. According to Ophelia, Amy JoBeth had started raising the smallish porkers after her recent divorce.

Amy JoBeth started walking and Drew took her hand saying, “I wanna walk wif the pig lady.”

Immy followed. When they rounded the corner of the house, she was stopped in her tracks by the sight of the pigs. Three pens of spacious, woven-wire-fenced dirt plots held neat rows of pig houses lined up under the trees. Each pen also had a soft-sided pool of muddy water. Several animals lay in each. They were the size of, and kind of resembled, Immy decided, Basset hounds, with their thick bodies and stubby legs.

In the second and third pens, some pigs lay outside their door flaps, their eyes closed in contentment. The wooden houses looked like backyard playhouses minus windows, with mansard roofs and wildflowers painted on the sides. The fourth pen was smaller and held a single small pig. Amy JoBeth headed for that one.

On the other side of a substantial fence, a mean-looking bull regarded them with bad intent.

“Is that your bull?” asked Immy.

Amy JoBeth made a face. “No. I don’t keep cattle. That bull belongs to the rancher across the road. I wish he didn’t have it right there.”

The incessant west Texas wind ruffled the tall grass outside the pens and rustled the tough leaves of the live oaks. Immy lifted her straight reddish brown hair to try to dry the nape of her neck. She hoped her hair and clothes wouldn’t be soaked in pig stink after she left.

The baby pig in the enclosure trotted over to the fence.

“This guy is the friendliest of Gretchen’s babies,” Amy JoBeth said, sticking a finger through the fence to scratch the pig’s head. “Gretchen was one of my favorites. I hated to let her go, but they wanted her so badly.” Amy JoBeth gave a sniff and blinked her eyes. “I just sold Gretchen to the Buckets a few days ago. You know, Rusty and Tinnie, the people with the beef jerky place?”

Yes, Immy knew who the Buckets were. Her mother, Hortense, consumed great quantities of Jerry’s Jerky.

Amy JoBeth opened the gate, took Drew’s hand, and led her toward the pure white pig. Immy’s breath caught. The little guy looked at her with clear, china blue eyes. 

He was just about the cutest animal Immy had ever seen.

“What’s his name?” asked Drew, looking up at Amy JoBeth.

“That’s a good question. I don’t think he has a name. Would you like to give him one?”

The piglet was the height of Drew’s knees. That would be a good sized pet for her. Immy hoped he wouldn’t grow too much more.

Drew tilted her head, considering the piglet. It bumped its nose against her leg and she giggled. She reached a tentative hand to scratch its head, as Amy JoBeth had. “I think his name is Marshmallow.”

“I think you’re right,” said Amy JoBeth, beaming at Drew.

“How big will he get?” Immy asked.

Amy JoBeth waved her hand at the other pens. “You can see. A couple feet tall, most likely. But he’ll probably weigh about a hundred pounds when he’s full grown. You have to be careful not to overfeed him. I’ll give you a booklet to take home.”

Marshmallow seemed to like Drew’s ministrations. He closed his eyes and grunted while she continued to scratch the same spot on the top of his head.

Amy JoBeth grinned at Immy and Ralph. “Looks like they’ve bonded already.” She fished a piece of paper from the pocket of her overalls and held it out to Immy. 

It was the bill for Marshmallow. Immy made out the check, mentally kissing the money, her precious, hard-earned dollars, goodbye. She’d done a lot of filing and typing for that dough. As she wrote she saw Amy JoBeth’s name printed at the top of the invoice. “Amy JoBeth Anderson? You’re that Amy JoBeth?”

“How many Amy JoBeths do you know?” said Ralph.

That Amy JoBeth bent down and snapped a piglet-sized harness on Marshmallow, led him from the pen, and handed the leash to Drew.

“Did you used to work for Mike Mallett?” Immy asked her. “The Mike Mallett who’s a PI in Wymee Falls?”

Amy JoBeth nodded as she took the check. “Yes.” She chuckled. “I am that Amy JoBeth. And I worked for that Mike Mallett.”

“Maybe you don’t know that I now work—”

Amy JoBeth’s cell phone trilled and she wandered away for a private conversation. Immy would like to talk to her some time about some clippings she’d found in the desk. She’d assumed they’d been collected by her predecessor and wondered why they’d been left behind.

Ralph and Drew started for the van. Marshmallow trotted alongside on his leash, like he’d always known them.

Immy started to follow but Amy JoBeth finished her conversation and called after them. “You have a cage in the car?”

Ralph nodded. “Yep. I’m loaning out my dog crate. I built a pen in Drew’s yard, too.”

“Wonderful!” Amy JoBeth rubbed her hands together. “He’ll do fine in the house, but he needs to be outside sometimes, too. Let me run in the house and get the booklet.”

Ralph picked up Marshmallow and carried him to the crate in the back of the van. He cradled the tiny animal like a baby. The pig looked even smaller in his huge hands, hands more suited for holding a football, or taking down a drunken arrestee.

Amy JoBeth came running out the front door waving the booklet, which proved to be three pieces of paper stapled together. She peeked through the rear side window and Immy saw tears in her eyes. 

“He’s a very special pig, you know. The son of Gretchen.” She stood on tiptoe to see the crate. “Gretchen is the best pig I ever had. I hated to let her go, but Tinnie Bucket wouldn’t have any other. Just fell in love with Gretchen.” She stepped back to the driver’s window. “He’s been neutered, but he’ll need a shot and a de-worming. I called Dr. Fox in Cowtail before you came and you can stop there on your way home if you’d like.”

“I think Drew loves him already.” Immy turned to Ralph. “Do you mind if we stop at the vet’s? Could you help us get him out?”

“No problem, Immy,” said Ralph. “I’m off until tomorrow.”

“Okay,” said Immy, buckling Drew and climbing into the van. She started it up, waved to Amy JoBeth, calling “Thanks!” and drove away, thinking out loud. “I’ll go to the vet’s first, then head home. Is that all right, Ralph?”

He turned and gave her that heartwarming smile of his. “I told you. I’m all yours tonight.”

She realized she hadn’t gotten a chance to talk to Amy JoBeth about those papers in her desk at Mike Mallett’s office. But she could do it another time. Now she wanted to get the pig home to meet Hortense.

Immy had begun to favor Ralph with a few dinner dates and he seemed satisfied with that for now, but how long would that last? It had taken awhile to be able to let her defenses down this far. Immy had a history of bad choices in men and knew she should probably give up on them. It was hard though. She was only twenty-two and she liked them. And Ralph made it clear he liked her a lot.

Immy didn’t know if she liked Ralph as much as Ralph liked her and she thought she ought to keep him at arm’s length more than she had lately. She was afraid she might be leading him on, as they used to say in school. He’d been over every night for two weeks building the pig pen, fixing up a shelter for it and lining it with straw. Next, he said, he would dig a hole and pour a cement pond for the pig. Immy felt like she needed to help, or at least entertain him. 

But she had studying to do. She’d signed up for her online PI course three months ago and was already getting behind in the homework. There was so much to learn.

Ralph leafed through the sheets on pig care. “Hey, it says they can be trained to a litter box. I’d better get one set up in the pen. And one in the house, too, I guess. Do you need a pet door?”

“I don’t think that would work, Ralph.” The doors out of the single-wide, both the front and back doors, led to small wooden porches with steps to the ground. The pig would probably have to be carried in and out until it got bigger. “I need to study tonight.”

“That’s what you say every night. Why do you want a PI license anyway?”

Immy sighed. “It’s hard to explain.”

“Try me.”

But they had reached the vet’s parking lot. “Later, Ralph. Let’s go get Marshmallow de-wormed, whatever that means.”

Ralph grinned. “It means the vet reaches down his throat and pulls slimy, stringy worms out.”

“Ew, gross!” called Drew. She giggled louder than Ralph.

“He does not. Don’t tell her that.” Immy frowned at Ralph. “He’ll just give Marshmallow some medicine, sweetheart. I think.”

Ralph fetched the pig while Immy unbuckled Drew. As soon as she set her daughter on the pavement, Drew ran around to the back of the van to see her new pet. An orange truck careened around the corner from behind the vet’s building and barreled toward her.

While Immy screamed her daughter’s name, Ralph, pig in one hand, grabbed Drew with the other and flattened both of them against the side of the van. Although Ralph didn’t get very flat. 

“Son of a bitch,” yelled Immy after the careless speed demon, but the driver was out of hearing by the time she recovered enough speech for the curse.

Ralph hurled a few choice words of his own in lieu of the finger, since his hands were full. “Damn, I didn’t even get the license number with all that dirt on the plate. The sorry, fuckin’….” He shook his head, then his whole body, like a wet dog, and seemed to remember Drew. He gave Immy a sheepish look. “Sorry about that, ladies. Drew, Uncle Ralph should not have said that word.” 

Drew ignored both the grownups and gave Marshmallow a kiss on his snout. “He has a big nose!” She giggled and stuck a finger up one of his large nostrils.

“Drew!” said Immy. “We don’t—.”

“I think he likes me.” Sure enough, the pig’s eyes were closed and he was grunting softly, sounding almost like a purring cat. 

Immy wiped off Drew’s hand in case of lingering pig snot and held it tight, crossing the parking lot to the door, her hands trembling from the close encounter with the maniac driver. Inside, Ralph lowered Marshmallow to the green tile floor and handed Drew the end of the leash. 

No one was behind the high counter, but a young woman soon showed up and gave them a high watt smile, which made her face seem mostly teeth. “HELL-o there. I’M Betsy Wiggins. Dr. Fox’s assistant. And YOU must be the people Ms. Anderson called about. How’s the little piggy doing?” 

She looked at Immy as she said the last bit, which disconcerted Immy for a second. She thought Betsy had called her a little piggy. The toothsome smile, baring her glistening white teeth, and the shiny blonde helmet of hair above almost hurt Immy’s eyes.

“I think that’s what we’re here for, for you to tell us how he is,” said Immy. “Ms. Anderson says he needs a shot and de-worming, but I’d like Dr. Fox to give him a once-over.” After all, if you should get a car examined when you buy it, you probably should get a pig looked at, too.

“Sure thing. O-key DO-key.” Betsy sat to type at the computer. Her long, red fingernails clicked against the keys and Immy wondered what on earth she could be typing at such length. 

“Well, all righty then,” Betsy said, straightening up when she finished her treatise, or whatever. “Y’all can wait in Room Two.” She flipped a wrist toward a door.

Immy saw two rooms, so deduced that the one Betsy hadn’t waved at must be Room One. Yipping exploded from it as they passed, but the puppy grew quiet as they entered their examination room. They could hear the departing dog owner talking to the doctor. Dr. Fox came in shortly afterward. 

He was a tall, stringy man with carrot top hair and light blue eyes. “This is Gretchen’s little boy, isn’t it? He has her coloring.” Marshmallow seemed to like Dr. Fox, too. Maybe he liked everyone. Friendly piglet, Immy thought. That might make being a pig owner easier.

Dr. Fox peered into the pig’s mouth, eyes, and ears, then took a look at the other end and felt the soft, droopy tummy. He assured them that the pig was healthy and that the one shot and the de-worming was the only thing he needed that day, then stuck his head out the door and yelled, “Vern! Pig Inoculation! Wormer!”

“Vern and Betsy will take care of you,” he said to them as he left.

Immy knew Vern Linder from his brief stint as a dishwasher in the diner when she used to wait tables. He always seemed to have a job in Saltlick or Cowtail, sometimes in the much bigger town of Wymee Falls, but didn’t stick with any of them for long. Vern could be charming when he wanted, and kept himself in shape, except that he usually needed a haircut. He came into the room bearing a tray with a vial and syringe and threw Immy a smile that brought an answering grin. My, those dimples were cute. 

She glanced at Ralph and wondered why he was frowning so hard. His eyes had that steely glint they got sometimes. Vern, Immy noted, still dressed like he was one step up from homeless.

Betsy followed Vern into the room and shut the door. “All righty, then. Ready for your shots, little guy?” she chirped. She fluttered her hands toward Marshmallow, just as Vern moved toward the counter with his tray. 

The tray flew into the air. 

The vial smashed on the tile floor. 

When Vern hollered, Immy realized the needle had landed in Vern’s biceps. 


Chapter 2

“Oh, I am SO sorry,” simpered Betsy. She snatched the syringe from Vern’s upper arm. Twisted it and yanked it out. Blood dripped from his arm and a drop spattered onto the floor. 

“What in the HELL are you DOIN’, bitch?” Vern grabbed his arm, which prevented him from striking Betsy. Immy thought he looked like he wanted to.

Betsy’s eyes turned almost as hard as Ralph’s. “What did you call me?” Her ugly sneer threatened to crack her makeup.

“Never mind.” Vern opened the door, smearing blood on the doorknob and started out the door, running into Dr. Fox.

“I just came to tell you someth—What happened here?”

Vern threw Betsy a sour look and she glared back, her lips pursed tight.

Betsy spoke first. “Vern dropped some things and—”

“Your wonderful assistant, the one who sleeps around with married men, knocked the tray out of my hands, then she—”

“You were in my way or I wouldn’t have—”

“—then she stabbed me with a needle.” Vern parted his fingers to show Dr. Fox the blood, still oozing from the jab.

A shadow of bewilderment flitted across Dr. Fox’s narrow face. “Vern, wait in my office and I’ll bandage your arm. Betsy, bring a new syringe and dose for the patient. I saw the note you left.” 

He turned to Immy and pulled his face into serious doctor mode. “About that note I just mentioned? I came in to tell you what I’ve just learned. The Buckets’ new pig, Gretchen, the sow who farrowed this little guy….” Dr. Fox gave Drew a worried glance. “Could I speak with you outside, Ms. Duckworthy?”

Immy threw Ralph a perplexed look and he lobbed it back. “I’ll stay here with Drew and Marshmallow,” he said.

The vet paused on his way out the door. “Marshmallow?”

Immy didn’t like his incredulous tone. She stuck her chin out, daring him to make fun of Drew. “Yes. My daughter named the pig Marshmallow.”

His face eased into a gentle smile. “What a wonderful name, Drew.”

Immy relaxed and followed him out of the examining room.

He kept his voice low so it wouldn’t carry into Drew. “Gretchen got out of her fence at the Buckets’ place.” Immy didn’t like the direction this was going. “I told them chicken wire wouldn’t hold a potbelly. Tinnie, Mrs. Bucket, thinks a drunken hunter killed her by accident, since she found Gretchen, dead, after she heard a shot outside her house.”

“Dead?”

“Tinnie wants me to do an autopsy. She had Rusty drop the pig off a short time ago. But all I can tell her is that a bullet killed Gretchen. I don’t do necropsies on pigs.”

“Thank you for sparing Drew. She doesn’t need to hear this right before her birthday, not when she just got Marshmallow.”

“I don’t want you to lose your pig the same way. Don’t make the mistake of thinking that chicken wire will make an adequate fence.”

“Oh, Ralph built us a nice wooden fence already.”

He frowned. “Be careful she doesn’t chew through it. If he could reinforce it with woven wire it might be better.”

This would mean more nights with Ralph over to the house. Less time for studying. “I’m sure he could.”

“I’ll take care of Marshmallow’s shot and de-worming today. Then I’ll go talk to Vernon and Betsy about professional behavior.” This last was added in an undertone.

As soon as Immy and Ralph got Drew and Marshmallow loaded into the van, Immy’s cell phone rang. She glanced at caller ID as she picked it out of her purse. “It’s Mother.”

“Geemaw!” called Drew to her grandmother. “Tell Geemaw ’bout my new pig.”

“Yes, sweetheart, I will.” Immy answered the summons, which turned out to be an urgent request for beef jerky from Jerry’s Jerky Shoppe. 

“I guess I can,” Immy said into her cell. “What kind do you want?”

“My usual, I think,” her mother, Hortense, answered. “Oh, wait, I heard Rusty was going to begin processing porcine jerky. See if he will confer a free sample on you. If not, please purchase a modicum so I can examine and taste it.”

“Sure thing,” answered Immy, cutting the connection. “We’re going to Jerry’s Jerky first. For Mother.”

She glanced at Ralph to see if the detour would be okay. But he smiled and nodded. “Fine. I’ll get some, too.”

Ralph and her mother got along surprisingly well. Hortense was fond of demonstrating the full breadth and depth of her extensive vocabulary and, although Ralph could be slow on the uptake at times, he seemed to understand most of what she said. Hortense also had turned into darn good cook ever since the chief had started coming to supper, and Ralph loved to eat.

Jerry’s Jerky Shoppe was down the road a short piece from the vet’s clinic. The hot sun of the long summer day baked the hardtop road and wilted the grass in the ranch pastures stretching to the horizon. To her left, invasive mesquite shrubs clogged the pastureland, but the land to the right of the road was kept clear. That land belonged to the Buckets and was where they grazed some of their cattle. They had to burn the mesquite off every few years to keep it from choking out the sparse grass that managed to survive the hot summers and harsh winters on the high plains.

Near the door to the small wooden shop behind the Buckets’ modern brick ranch house, Immy nosed the van into a slot between two pickups, one orange and one white. There weren’t that many orange pickups around this far from Austin. And one had almost run them down at the vet’s today. This one’s license plate was as muddy as the one on the reckless driver’s truck. Ralph gave it a good look.

The buildings where the jerky was processed ranged behind and beside the shop, with the smokehouse standing on its own about a hundred feet from where she waited for Ralph to lift Drew from the van.

Immy glanced around the spread. Drew tried to convince Ralph to take Marshmallow into the jerky shop with them, but Ralph resisted. Immy took another look at the smokehouse. A woman with hard, glossy blonde hair disappeared behind the smokehouse, dragging a heavy-looking plastic bag. She didn’t appear to be a professional meat handler. She did appear, though, to be the annoying Betsy, the assistant from the vet’s clinic. How did Betsy get here so fast, if that’s who she was? And what in the heck was she doing?

Ralph held the door, so Immy broke off her mental questions. When Immy, Ralph, and Drew entered the shop, Tinnie Bucket was standing behind the counter with a man’s arm around her shoulder. 

“Sweetheart, I know this is hard, but….” The man gave Tinnie’s shoulder a squeeze, picked up the well-worn cowboy hat from the counter, and slapped it on his head. Immy realized he was Sonny Squire, Tinnie’s filthy rich rancher-banker father. She hadn’t recognized the crusty old cowboy without his hat. He left a trail of eau de Old Crow as he passed them, nodding, on his way out.

“Bye, Daddy,” said Tinnie softly, just before the door clicked shut. She turned red-rimmed eyes toward them, greeted them with a limp howdy, climbed onto her stool, and began frowning at the computer screen in front of her. She would have been quite pretty, Immy thought, if she didn’t have such a deep vertical furrow between her eyebrows. And today, those red eyes. Her hair was naturally light blond, rather wispy in an appealing way, and her features were regular in her small face. 

Her crying was probably due to losing the pig she had so recently gotten from Amy JoBeth, but that furrow was a more permanent feature. It must be stressful to own a jerky shop, thought Immy. 

Tinnie’s stool stood behind the counter that topped a display case of combination packages they offered. In addition to jerky, the Buckets sold sausage, salsa, candies, and nuts that they purchased locally for sale. These were displayed, along with the two dozen or so varieties of jerky, on shelves lining the room. A large glass window behind Tinnie gave a view of the room where the meat was cut when it first arrived. That room was usually empty when Immy was there, but once she had been able to see Rusty and an employee, aproned in white, wielding large knives and hacking through a carcass. Both Rusty and the employee had the brawn to do it.

“I just heard about Gretchen,” said Immy. “I’m so sorry.”

“Thank you,” murmured Tinnie without taking her gaze away from the screen.

Immy mentally shrugged and got busy gathering Hortense’s favorites—teriyaki, hot ’n’ spicy, and black pepper. Ralph picked up some plain beef jerky for himself and paid for it.

A thin young woman, maybe late teens or early twenties, came into the shop from an inner door and started replenishing the shelves from a rolling cart she pulled behind her. Her long neck, along with eyes that threatened to bulge from their sockets, gave her a frightened rabbit look. Those features pegged her as Poppy Jenkins, Ophelia’s daughter. Ophelia, the maker of pig leashes, had the same neck and eyes.

Tinnie pursed her lips and squinted a malevolent glower at the young woman. Poppy stared back a moment, but her bulging eyes couldn’t compete with Tinnie’s hard ones. Poppy finished her task, then retreated through the same door without speaking a word.

As Immy inspected the shelves at the rear of the showroom, trying to ignore the interaction she’d witnessed, she heard two voices arguing behind the door Poppy had used. A female was throwing accusations at someone, berating him for “fooling around” on her with that something-something. Immy inched closer to the door.

“We haven’t been together for over a week,” the woman continued.

“I don’t even like her,” the man said. “She’s just…tell you what, we’ll go somewhere next weekend.” The man sounded like Rusty.

The voices grew quiet and Immy finished her shopping. As she took her selections to the counter to pay, Rusty, trailed by the silent Poppy, came in through the door that Immy could now see led to the packaging room. Rusty hoisted a pile of boxes in his impressive arms.

“Hi, hon,” he said to his wife, as relaxed and good-natured as if he hadn’t just been in a fierce battle.

“Poppy,” said Tinnie. “You’re not needed in the shop.”

Poppy left and Tinnie whirled on her husband. “What’s she doing here today? I thought she was going to part-time.”

“Aw, hon—”

The furrow between her eyes deepened. “Don’t you ‘hon’ me, you son of a—” 

Their small tow-headed son, Zack, followed his father into the retail space. He was small-boned and delicate, like his mother. 

Zack was a pre-school classmate of Drew. He’d been the first friend Drew wanted to invite to her upcoming birthday party. He ran to her and she started babbling about her new pig.

Tinnie lowered her voice, but Immy could make out every word. 

“You just want her here for the quick, occasional blow job, don’t tell me you don’t. Are you now taking our son with you when you go to see your other whore?”

Rusty’s face froze mid-grin. He threw a nervous glance at his customers.

Immy had wanted to ask him if that was his orange truck that almost ran them over at the vet’s, but this didn’t seem like the right time.

“I’ll just take these,” Immy said, trying to deflect Tinnie’s attention to business.

It didn’t work.

Tinnie slid off her stool and stood, tall and willowy, facing her square, hard, cowboy-garbed husband. The air in the place seemed to stand still. Immy had no desire to see another face-off. 

“Tinnie, I want to pay for these.”

“Wait on the lady, hon.” Rusty’s voice cracked. “We’ll talk later.”

“No, we will not. We’ll talk now. I saw that whore out there at the smokehouse. What the hell is she—”

“Zack, go outside and play,” said Rusty, giving his son a shove toward the door.

He was a little late with that, Immy thought. “Drew, go with Zack.” She was late, too. She could kick herself for not shooing Drew out earlier, before she had heard all the ugly language. Maybe the children hadn’t noticed through their chatter.

The two children ran out the door and the tension in the room seemed to let up a bit. Immy felt her shoulders relax a notch.

Tinnie waited on Immy, taking her money and sacking her purchases without looking her in the eye.

“I was goin’ to tell you a shipment of pork just came in,” said Rusty, coming to stand beside his wife.

Tinnie whirled on him again. “Pork! How can you talk about pork at a time like this?”

Rusty blew out a breath. “You’re right, hon. I forgot
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