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            Cry Me a River

          

        

      

    

    
      1955

      “Are you sure you want to do this, darlin’ girl?”

      “I’m sure, Daddy. I have to try one more time. I have to give him the chance to be the person I thought he was.”

      Donald squeezed her shoulders as his worried wife rang the doorbell, which echoed behind the double doors.

      Josephine, the Watson’s housekeeper, opened the heavy door. “They’re waitin’ in the library. If you’ll follow me.”

      Debbie and Donald May and their seventeen-year-old daughter, Alice May followed the stately woman and she gestured to the large room where Gordon Watson barely looked up to acknowledge their entry. The massive mahogany desk barely made an impression in the overly decorated office, more fit for a palace, than a businessman’s home in a sleepy little town in Texas.

      Gordon's wife stood stiffly by her husband's side, and his nineteen-year-old son Derrick slouched on one of the three large leather rolled and buttoned couches. An oversized western painting of wild stampeding horses dominated the wall behind the couch. The artist painted the terror and chaos in the horses' eyes, and it seemed their son's expression mirrored the wild horses' fear, the poor kid's face gaunt and gray.

      “Thank you for agreeing to see us today, Gordon. I believe if we can come together about this problem, we could figure out how to best help these young people figure out their future." Donald May's voice was calm and even. "We've been friends our entire lives, and I'd hate for us to not be honest and forthright about this situation. The kids wanted to get married, and they acted on that impulse, and I'm not averse to the idea at this point. They've been together since they were in elementary school, and everybody believed they'd marry after college, but here we are."

      Gordon glared at his son and then shook his head. "I never gave it a possible thought. This boy isn't going to ruin his life living in a dusty town with no promise. He's going to be a professional football player, and then maybe a state senator. He needs a gal who has clout and ambition. I'm not in favor of this relationship, Donald. They are too young, and I can't have a young woman of dubious character in my family. From what I understand, there is a question about who's the father of that baby."

      Audible gasps came from the Mays. Their gasps turned into bewildered silence when Gordon's sly smile turned to his brooding son.

      "Isn't that right, Derrick?"

      Derrick refused to answer his father. Instead, he studied his knotted fists, his shoulders hunched and miserable.

      The Mays glanced at each other, and Alice May's tears streamed down her face. "Gordon, Alice married Derrick because she isn’t that type of girl. We raised her to be a good girl, and she has never given us a moment’s worry on that count.”

      "How long did she wait to tell you she was pregnant?"

      When the Mays didn't answer, Gordon smugly continued," All that church-going and good works all for nothing because your little girl's behavior ruined her future, seems to me… And trying to trap my son into marriage isn't the work of a nice girl. No sir, not at all. I'm sorry to tell you this, Donald, but I have it on good authority that at least three other young men claim they could be the father and are prepared to swear they had congress with Alice May. All of them have given a sworn statement to that effect in the presence of Judge Skillman. Shall I name them? Let's see…” He waved a sheaf of papers and made a production as he read the names. “Bear Carter, George Hetler, and Leo Johnston, I think. Isn't that right, Derrick? Did I leave anyone else out? You know, we might find more if we went lookin'." He waited again for his son's confirmation, but the boy glanced up from his knotted fists, his eyes pleading with his father, his jaw working.

      "See now, Mays,” the seated man leaned forwards, spitting his words, the venom in his eyes chilling the huddled family standing on the thick blood red carpet.  “…I wouldn't press this claim on my family if you know what is good for you. I don't expect the bank would be too happy if you made their most prominent client unhappy enough to move his business to Lubbock. And I think I'm about to be named a Board Member of the bank in the next sales holder's meeting. That would make me your boss, wouldn't it? And “if you wanted to work somewhere else, I think I could squash that with just a phone call. Money talks, as you well know.”

      Debbie placed her hand on her husband's forearm. "Donald, we should go. I see there is no reasoning with them." She straightened her shoulders, raised her chin, and stared into the haughty eyes of Gladys Watson. "This is your grandchild, and you are more interested in smearing my daughter's name than thinking about how this will affect Derrick and his child. I know he loves my daughter, and she loves him. I thought better of you. How sad you had to enlist those young men to lie for you. How sad for you that you won’t be part of this precious time and have access to your grandchild.”

      Gladys's face reddened. "My son is not to have anything to do with your daughter again. He's leaving for college in a few weeks, and we won't let some little hussy ruin his chances." She draped her arm over her husband's throne-like chair, her face set in rigid lines.

      Gordon took an expansive breath and tapped his long, thin fingers on the large leather blotter lined with gold filigree. "Now, Donald…I don't want to seem heartless. I am willing to give your daughter a job for as long as she would like to work. After all, my Derrick cared about the girl at one time. Gladys and I talked it over, and we decided to offer Alice May a position as my receptionist. I built that new office and a big receptionist desk, and I understand she's a wonder with numbers. If she can dress appropriately and keep up with her duties, I guarantee she can take time off to have the child, as long as she minds her manners and works hard. See, I will make sure she will have some security.  After all, I guarantee no one else in town will give her a job as soon as they find out she's an unwed mother, and you know that's true. She'll have no prospects, fewer friends, and she's not likely to get hired anywhere because the school board can't let her finish high school, not in her condition. She could move away, but then she couldn't come back without the talk all starting back up. I think she'd stay here in town and ride it out, and soon the talk will all die out until someone else does something to humiliate themselves. That's all I can offer, and it's more than you could expect. She won't be subject to ugly talk in my office because most women never step foot inside my business. It's all men."

      "That's preposterous. I have no idea what you're thinking. I wouldn't want my little girl working around that rabble you hire…We have enough problems in this town with all those hard cases you have working for you. We are leaving now. Come, Alice May. You are right, Debby. Any more discussion is pointless." Donald and Debby turned and crossed the expanse of dark burgundy carpet and stood in the darkened hall waiting for Alice May. Their daughter dried her tears and paused in front of Derrick.

      "Don't do this to me, Derrick. You love me, I know it. And I love you. We made wonderful plans. It's not too late. Tell your family that you love me, please." She leaned next to him and pleaded softly in his ear. "We made a promise to God to have and to hold."

      Derrick refused to meet her eyes. His body tensed, his hands in tight fists on his knees.

      Gladys Watson's voice broke through the girl's misery. "That's enough, Alice May. Your parents are waiting."

      "Derrick. Tell your father. Tell him we love each other." Her voice shook so hard it came out in a cracked whisper. "This is our baby. You told me you would take care of us. You promised to love me forever." She twisted a tiny gold ring on her finger.

      The boy sat silent.

      "Alice May, honey, come along. He's not going to go against his father." Her mother waited in the doorway, her voice wavered exactly like her daughter's.

      "I won't ask you again, Derrick. I won't beg anymore." She waited for any sign he'd change his mind, and when he dropped his head, she slowly took the little gold ring from her finger and sat it on the low table next to Derrick. She took a deep breath and straightened her shoulders.

      "You are all making a terrible mistake. But Derrick, you are making the worst one." She shook her head and wiped the stream of tears from her eyes. "It's O.K., Mom. I'm O.K." She took a step towards them and then changed her mind. She placed her hand on Derrick's bowed head. "It's O.K., Derrick. I forgive you."

      And she joined her parents in the hall.

      Donald put his arm around his daughter and took his wife's small hand. Her father squeezed her shoulders. "Let's go home, kiddo."

      "You'll get over him, Alice May. It may take time, but you'll realize that young man doesn't deserve you."

      Alice May didn't believe her mom until Pip was born, her perfect, precious little boy. When Derrick didn't contact her to ask about the baby, not even once, she wondered how she ever thought she loved him. How could anyone refuse to love this precious perfect baby?
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      She switched on the air-conditioner the minute she unlocked the office and plugged the coffee pot in, hoping nothing had crawled into the flute overnight. She preferred to make the coffee in the morning, but the boss insisted she have it ready in case he came in before she did. In the ten years she'd worked at Watson Construction, he'd never come in early. And she’d discovered a cockroach and two wasps in the waiting pot. Today, she was living dangerously.

      Last week, after cleaning the pot, a large cricket fell out, and she felt a little sick and was glad she didn't drink any of the first pot of the morning. It was another rule the boss insisted she follow…wait for her cup on the second pot. The crew should have the first access.

      The various men on the work crew filed in, not even glancing at the young woman in her usual well-worn, baggy navy sweater and shapeless navy skirt. Two of the older men said hello, but didn't stop for conversation. They didn't comment on why she'd wear a sweater on the hottest days of the new summer, but they didn't spend much time in the air-conditioned office or suffer from the arctic chill her boss demanded. Or know of her wardrobe requirements.

      The usual male grumbling seemed a little less today, and she glanced at the crew boss, thinking it was his doing. Instead, the new guy, Jeff Mathews, pulled them all over to study the plans spread out on the draft work table. He looked up at the older crew chief, making some adjustments to the jobs for the day. The older man took off his battered ball cap and scratched the middle of his flat top.

      Alice May tried not to stare at Jeff Mathews and hid behind the stack of paperwork on her desk. It was getting to be embarrassing for her, her interest in the new guy on the crew. If the men noticed, they'd give him and her a hell of a teasing. It was already hard enough to work with the hardened crew, but she'd maintained her distance and dignity, treated them with respect, and finally they did the same. They finally realized who the real boss was in the company. When old man Watson wasn't around, Alice May had the final say, and sometimes her opinion won out even when the old man was around. Old man Watson listened to her like she was his manager instead of his bookkeeper/receptionist.

      "Mathews, how could we work around this plumbing fubar?”

      The men leaned in and listened as the new guy explained his ideas, and then they turned to the crew chief.

      "That'll save time, Jeff, and be an easier fix, especially if something goes wrong and those pipes have to be replaced. You must have worked with a good plumbing contractor at one time…Sounds good to me. Let's hit it. Sooner started, sooner done."

      No one noticed when Alice May leaned a bit over the pile of files on the large reception desk and watched as the new guy explained how to circumvent any problems, sketching quick changes on the less-than-adequate blueprint the Watsons acquired, drawn by the company’s usual crappy architect. They all knew the plans were horrible, but Gordon continued to use the less than stellar firm instead of looking for another who could convert his client's vision to reality. Alice May saw it a dozen times over the last few years and shuddered when the client had to accept the flawed design because it was well underway. Why did Gordon insist on the same architect? She ducked her head when the dark-eyed Jeff glanced her way, pushed her heavy-framed glasses back on her nose, and pulled the baggy sweater out of the bunched-up mess in her lap. Knowing Gordon, Alice May suspected the reason he kept using the old architect must be complicated and possibly illegal. Gordon signed her paycheck, so she kept most of her observations to herself, but she had no illusions about his business practices. Who knows? Maybe all construction companies operated this way.

      The biggest problem Gordon had with his company was the revolving door for his top management. The four crew chiefs seemed to regularly change his workforce until his son Derrick came to work for his father, and the new guy was assigned to his crew. Gordon thought Derrick was the stabilizing force, but Alice May knew better. Jeff Mathews cleared away most of the yard's problems with his voice of reason and his clear, concise instructions.

      In the past, the men grumbled, and fights broke out in the yard regularly. The crew chiefs were responsible for keeping the men in line. The men needed to work, most of them to stay out of prison. She knew some family men were terrified of losing their low-paying jobs. It made her sick, but over the years, she'd done her share of intercessions, arguing with the old man for higher wages and better work conditions.

      Poor housing, no family support, and affordable medical access didn't concern the Watsons. But it disturbed Alice May. The Watsons ignored her efforts to enlist Idalou's good folks and would be surprised at how their own social standing fell as the needs of his growing workforce improved due to Alice May's efforts to help.

      The town’s people whispered how it didn't seem to concern her when Derrick felt forced to come back to Idalou and work for his father. In fact, she rarely thought about Derrick in the last few years. She knew he graduated from SMU with a finance degree and was recruited by the Dallas Cowboys.

      Her complete and total concentration remained on Pip, her son, and her job at Watson's kept her busy. Eventually her broken heart healed almost the minute the nurse put Pip in her arms.

      She hadn't talked to Derrick in over ten years, just the rare glimpse of him as he blew through town on holidays, and now he was here full time, in an office only twenty feet away from her reception desk. When he returned to work, he never spoke to her except to ask about a file or to get a number for him. He never once asked about Pip, their son.

      His elegant wife would drift in the offices in a cloud of expensive perfume, dressed head to toe in an outfit rivalling anything from Audrey Hepburn’s closet. She’d parade the long halls for a minute or two, and finally enter her husband’s office and, in her piercing, affected voice, inform her disinterested spouse she was on her way to Dallas, or Houston, or Chicago.

      It seemed the Harpies hadn't filled the new Mrs. Watson in on the local gossip about the office receptionist and Derrick. Stacey Watson looked her up and down once, her nose wrinkled as if she’d caught a whiff of something unsavory, and she left thinking the office drudge wasn't worth her time of day.

      The irony wasn't lost on Alice May.

      She'd gleaned from the snippets of conversation why Derrick, the invincible football player, the pride of Idalou, the famous quarterback of SMU, and Heisman Trophy candidate, and one of the top twenty in the draft pick…why he'd come back to work in his father's third-rate construction company. He'd been injured after only six months. He'd torn his ACL in pre-season and had a permanent limp the doctors couldn't explain. They benched him before he ever played a game, and then released him from the team after his over-the-top drinking problem came to light. He'd not shown any promise of recovering from his injury or from his drinking problem. He still limped and drank.

      Then he was offered an enormous opportunity with a prestigious accounting company in the fast-paced world of oil and gas, which would have been perfect for him. His excellent grades and ringing endorsements from college were all bought and paid for by Gordon. Derrick rarely went to class, never did his assignments, and ignored his tutors. His football career came first, and he never planned to do anything but play football for the rest of his life. It was a shock when he realized his usual charm and his natural talent couldn't keep up with the team members who had just as much talent but came to practice, worked out regularly, and never partied during training. It shocked him by how hard it was. Football was supposed to be fun, not work in his mind. When it became work, it wasn't fun anymore. Instead of knuckling down, he gave up. And started drinking more.

      It also never occurred to him he'd have to know something about accounting or learn anything about what his new job entailed. He could get past the basic principles but couldn't problem solve with any creativity or insight, and his colloquial use of football metaphors could only take him so far. His work ethic paled in comparison to the rest of the bright minds filling the company's offices. He was out of his league, and it wasn't long before a very junior partner was tasked with firing him. He didn't even understand the significance of how he was fired. So he drank more.

      Of course, his dad made light of his son's drinking problem, and Derrick, with his elegant wife of five years, Stacey, came home to Idalou. Gordon expected Derrick to take over the company's biggest clients so Gordon could diversify, and Stacey's role was to rule over the elite of Idalou, Texas. Meanwhile, Gordon told Derrick he would serve as the crew chief for one of his crews while learning the business.

      At this point, Derrick wasn't learning much because he rarely came to work, and the old crew chief shouldered the burden for two crews, and they worked rudderless until the new guy, Jeff Mathews, was hired. Even though the new guy wasn't paid enough to shoulder such responsibility, he quietly made sound suggestions and earned the team's respect, and the three other crews began consulting him. The crews worked smoothly, and the fights ended before they started.

      Alice May quit thinking of him as the new guy when she recognized him. He was a local boy, several years older than her. It was a shock because he wasn't one of Gordon's regular ex-cons. Usually, the warden at the state's largest prison at Huntsville sent them the newly paroled convicts, but Alice May learned Jeff was not an exception. He'd spent four years for manslaughter, but no one in town said a word against him when he came to Watson's to work. Everybody who grew up with Jeff believed he wasn't guilty of such an awful crime. But that didn't stop some fancy district attorney in Travis County from convicting one of Idalou's favorite sons.

      Now Gordon had a real live quality architect on the payroll for the same price as the rest of his hired help. It was not much more than minimum wage. Gordon worked his crews' overtime and never paid them for it. Sometimes he worked them ten hours a day and most months, six days a week. No one complained, or they'd go back to prison or have to cross the border or be on the run for the rest of their lives. They were lucky to have jobs and a roof over their heads.

      Now Derrick lorded over all the men, driving his big fancy car, bragging about the Dallas Cowboy cheerleaders he'd dated, and the women he met in town. Texas Tech had a huge campus of gorgeous girls, all eager to sneak around with a real-life Dallas Cowboy.

      To keep Derrick's wife happy, Gordon built his son a rambling ranch house rivaling his own on the outskirts of town and expected the young couple to settle down and have a family, but so far, all they did was join the Idalou Country Club. Derrick played interminable rounds of golf, and Stacey played tennis. On the weekends, Derrick took the company's Piper Cub and flew some of his cronies to Dallas or wherever the Cowboys were playing. Derrick assured his father that his out-of-town trips were good for business, but Gordon saw no evidence yet.

      Today the crews filed out, and Alice May ducked back behind the files when the last man departed. The new guy stayed behind, waiting for them to leave. He cleared his throat, and Alice May looked up, her big blue eyes magnified by the thick glasses. He tilted his head, and she jumped.

      "I'm sorry. Can I help you?" He could barely hear her, her voice was so soft.

      The man's calm and steady expression was just what she remembered about him. She swallowed, a little excited she was in the office alone with him.

      He stood quietly as he watched the play of emotions she tried to hide behind her big, wide-framed glasses, and he finally replied, "Would it be a problem if I pick up my paycheck on Monday? I need to go to the dentist right after work and won't be able to pick it up at the regular time."

      "Why don't I cut it for you at noon on Friday, and when you break for lunch, you can swing by?"

      He nodded, "Thanks. That would be great." He colored underneath his tan, took his hard hat from under his arm, put it on, and then went out into the warming morning sun.

      Before she started this job, Gordon warned her all the crews were dangerous and volatile men. He filled most of the employees with either parolees or undocumented workers when he could find them because he paid them less than half what they were worth.

      He specifically pointed out the new guy; he'd just been released from prison. Why would he do that? Alice May wondered. Derrick was more dangerous than this man.

      She didn’t need a warning about Jeff Matthews. Alice May knew the whole story, as did everyone in town. After all, she'd had a short crush on Jeff in high school. He'd been a senior when she was a freshman, and he'd never even spoken to her, but she definitely remembered him. Later, she fell so in love with Derrick, or she would have still crushed on him like all of her girlfriends, Cherie, Meg, and Pammy. Even though they had steady boyfriends like she did, they still sighed when Jeff Mathews passed them in the halls of Idalou High School. They all nearly lost their minds when he sang the lead in the school drama, Oklahoma!

      He was voted Most Likely to Succeed, had been Prom King with Virginia Cook as his Queen, and was class president of 1952. He earned a scholarship in architecture at the University of Texas, where he played football for four years. He avoided the draft, staying in college, and then the Korean War ended, so he graduated and went to work in an established firm in Dallas, designing some of the best new corporate buildings in the metroplex. And then his young socialite wife accused him of the most horrific crime, and he'd been convicted by a jury of his peers and gone to prison.

      Alice May knew his family, good Christians, and upstanding people. Like everyone else, she didn't believe he was guilty. Alice May remembered the pictures in the paper of his ex-wife, Deidre Merritt Mathews. She looked spoiled, but Alice May had to admit, her life must be fascinating. Jeff met her in college in his Junior English Composition class, fell deeply in love with her, and proposed at an appropriate time. Deidre hesitantly accepted, and they married with full pomp and circumstance right after graduation, and it was the highlight of the prestigious Dallas social season. After their incredible honeymoon in Paris, Deidre told him she was pregnant. Jeff was pleased, but a little disappointed they'd begun their family so soon. He'd been forced to admit this on the stand when cross-examined by the Merritts' lawyer.

      And his crime? He'd been accused of murdering his newborn child while Deidre was on a spa day with her mother.

      The young woman told the jury she'd needed a few hours away from motherhood's burdens, and Jeff assured her he could be left alone with the baby for the afternoon. When she returned home, she'd gone into Baby Chloe's room to check on her after Jeff told her he'd just put his little daughter to sleep.

      To her horror, the baby wasn't breathing. It took the jury thirty minutes to convict the young man of manslaughter and child neglect. The judge sentenced him to ten years hard time to be served at the prison in Huntsville. While Jeff sat in his cell, he received the divorce papers and also received notice his partner had taken over his share of the company, and he sat looking through all the closing documents to his home, his motorcycle, and his Lincoln Town Car. Everything was legal, but not necessarily ethical..one letter from his business partner revealed that all of their (his) projects would be put under his partner's name so the company wouldn't be colored by Jeff's conviction.

      Meanwhile, Jeff's college buddy who served as his lawyer readied the case for an appeal, knowing full well the young man didn't have a chance for a fair hearing in Tarrant County, not with his father-in-law's clout that went all the way to the Governor's Office and beyond.

      So a full-fledged architect worth a hundred times what Derrick contributed was on the Watson's payroll, and the poor guy slung a hammer alongside the hard cases of the Watson's construction crews.

      The broken man's life was as wrecked as hers.
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      He'd been staring at her, and he wondered what happened to her… her drab hair, bare face sans make-up or lipstick or mascara, and the shabby navy sweater and baggy skirt she wore almost every day to the office. For a moment, the shame of her past flitted across his thoughts, and he struggled to put it aside. God forgave her. He had to forgive himself, a daily struggle. He met her eyes and realized he saw pity, not condemnation. From her. Pity.

      She must know his story. After all, this was a very small town.

      As he left the office, he gave her one last glance. She'd ducked her head back down behind the stack of work.

      She'd had a baby and chose to keep it, he remembered. He couldn't imagine the amount of courage it took for her to support and raise her child here. Most girls were sent away to a "home," and then their babies were adopted out, and their families told lies about their daughters’ activities. They claimed the girls were 'at school' in Europe on a work-study program or off to a private school in New England before college.

      Not Alice May, even though her parents could well afford such a plan. She wouldn't give her child away. He'd seen the little boy who came after school to visit his mom at work and play with Gladys Watson's poodle. He was a cute little guy with a nose sprinkled with freckles and dark hair.

      Alice May had been a knockout when she was a kid, all gorgeous curves and long silky golden hair. Now she looked like the washerwoman on I Love Lucy.

      Her life was as wrecked as his.
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            Mrs. Brown, You've Got a Lovely Daughter

          

        

      

    

    
      "That should be everything, Mrs. Marraine," the lawyer said, pronouncing her name as 'meringue" as if she were a lemon pie topping. She held her tongue from habit. Very few people spoke French in the States, and even fewer knew the origin of her name. It would be hard enough to live out in the back of beyond for an interminable amount of time without alienating everyone involved if she started speaking her mind. She needed all the discretion she could muster because she would need all her energy and creativity for this last stage of her career.

      Time was running out for Mrs. Marraine. She never thought to find herself so far from home with to aid her only great-great-great-great grand niece and her energy waned before she ultimately retired for good and could return home, back to her small village in the south of France.

      "Thank you, Herbert, for all your help clearing up the execution of the will. My relatives made the circumstances far more complicated than necessary for such a small bequest."

      "That they did, but old Franklin was a character, and so was his missus, Mrs. Myra. Who would have thought Mr. James would up and marry a stranger, and then go off on a cruise and fall off a ship like that? And then his little bride having an apoplexy when he fell…No accounting' for the tragedies of life, is there?"

      "No, my dear man. But very fortunate for me…And just when I needed a break from the hustle and bustle of New York." She hoped he would believe that bon mot.

      "What are your plans while you stay with us? Think you might want to join our little country club? They have a women's bridge club with monthly tournaments that bring in folks all the way from Paducah."

      "Paducah? How far away would that be?"

      "Why, over a hundred miles."

      "From that far away? My stars and garters….Well, I must look into this wonder of nature. Actually, I hope to be invited to the garden club. I've heard it is one of the newest in the state."

      Herbert sat back and preened. "We do have that honor. My wife is the granddaughter of one of the founding members. We have a little problem with flowers growing in Idalou. We have the dang-dest weather."

      "But you have so much sun!"

      "Yeah, Mrs. Meringue, but too much wind and not enough rain. We get rain, but usually with a hailstorm or 50 miles per hour wind as a reminder to count our blessings. It is a little tough on tender flowers."

      "Monsieur Herbert, I have a little confession. My publisher is hoping I can find the perfect story here. She thinks I might discover a bestseller rivaling Marjorie Rawlings and her book The Yearling, and I tend to agree even though I believe the people in the little town are far more advanced in hygiene and education. I understand Idalou has a population close to a thousand people, and they must have fascinating stories. Eventually, I want to hear every single one of them."

      "I'm afraid you will be mighty disappointed, Ms. Meringue. Not much of anything happens in Idalou, and when it does, it's likely to involve some kind of livestock escaping, someone gettin’ rattlesnake bit, or the local football hero making a touchdown. Like I said, it’s mostly runaway cows, horses, or an ornery chicken or two. We sure have our share of ornery chickens. And the Friday night battles in the fall talked about for the rest of the year. We're a strange mix of God-fearing, stiff-necked settlers and wild-haired gone-to- the-Devil cowboy stock. That sorta thing. Pardon my French. Certainly, not much anyone from New York would want to write about."

      "To be honest, I am intrigued. I've found stories in the most unlikely places. By the way, why is it when someone uses a colloquial phrase in this part of the world, they attribute it to the French? I find it a tad bit offensive."

      "I'm sorry…I had no idea you were from France. I thought you were just different because you were from New York City! Just wait "til folks find out you are a real live French person…as for the 'colloquial swearwords,' it's just something people say…Hey…Maybe I have read something you've written? What are some of your titles?"

      "Oh, nothing in ages…I doubt you have as I prefer to write in French. Do you read French novels? No? But this new book will definitely be in English, or at least a close facsimile thereof." She smiled and then batted her heavily enhanced eyelashes, causing Herbert to blink, pull at his collar, and then shuffle papers on his desk.

      Was this octogenarian trying to flirt with him? "I see. Uh, you will want the keys and access to the old place. It's been sitting empty for a spell, and I am sure I could rustle up a group of ladies to help you clean up."

      "That won't be necessary, my dear man, I have my own very loyal and devoted staff. They've been with me for positively ages. And anything they can't handle, I'll just bippidy boppidy boo." She wrinkled her nose and then touched the tip with a long pale pink lacquered fingernail.

      "Ha! Like in Cinderella! I admire your spunk! OK, then. Well then, here you go," he handed her a large set of ancient skeleton keys as he stood to walk her to the door, "and I can direct you to the place, or go with you if you would like me to…We left the lights on, turned on the water and gas for ya, so there should be plenty of hot water. I noticed the hot water heater was new. Old Frank took care of the place for his blushing bride. It was a real showpiece when they lived there. Mrs. Myra won all sorts of awards for her bluebells and her vegetable garden.”

      “How thoughtful! I am sure I can locate the house. After all, I found myself across several thousand miles without mishap. Bien sur, I am quite capable of navigating twelve avenues, thirteen cross streets, a major highway, and all six farm-to-market roads."

      "My, you have done your homework." He followed the older woman to the front door of his suite and opened it to the warm summer morning. "You be sure to call me if you need anything."

      "Oh, yes. I will because I'll need your story. For my book, of course."

      "Of course. Anything I can think of to tell you. Glad to have you in the community, Mrs. Marraine." (Meringue.)

      She stiffened her spine and then nodded her head once, sailing past him in a cloud of an enticing but unfamiliar perfume. She reminded him of someone fancy on TV. Oh yes. Zsa Zsa Gabor, except a little thinner. She could wake up this quaint petite town if she had a mind to. If she were younger, she'd turn it upside down and inside out.
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      Fifi, the gray toy poodle, always spent Monday afternoon at the main office of Watson Construction Company while Gladys went to the beauty parlor. The little dog stayed on Friday afternoon, too, while Mrs. Gladys went back to the beauty parlor. And the dog also stayed on Tuesdays so Mrs. Watson could play bridge. It felt like Fifi spent more time at the office with Alice May than she did at her own home.

      Alice May didn't mind. She enjoyed the little dog's company, and she brought treats for her son, Pip, to give her. Pip wanted a dog, but since they lived with her folks, Alice May couldn't get one for him. Her mom was allergic to them, so much so her eyes swelled shut and she had difficulty breathing on the few times Alice May brought the little dog home for the night.

      Alice May almost had enough money saved up for the down payment on the only empty house in Idalou, the old Jay place just down the street from her folks. It was a quick bike ride to work and Pip's school. The Jays left it in good condition when they passed away. The town’s realtor assured Alice May the old house would be on the market as soon as the heir could be found. Alice May's family thought they might be of some relation to the elderly Mrs. Jay, but they never quizzed the sweet old woman who was too frail to answer their question. Alice May doubted she was the heir but kept her fingers crossed.

      Today was Friday, and she always waited late for Mrs. Gladys and the rest of the men who needed their paychecks but couldn't leave their job sites until they were released by their crew bosses. She suspected the chiefs did it under Mr. Gordon's orders. The payroll would not hit his bank until later in the week, so he kept more working capital over the weekend, but she had no proof.

      She finished up the rest of the accounts and placed the telephone messages for Mr. Watson and Derrick on their respective desks. Neither came in during the weekend, so all those urgent messages wouldn't be seen until late Monday morning. Mr. Watson did much of his work out on the sites early Monday. She suspected Derrick just played golf and goofed off on Mondays. The crew chiefs always covered for him to hide the fact his father thought he did some work. He never missed rolling up in his fancy new Cadillac for his paycheck on Fridays, the amount more than anyone got paid in the company, including Mr. Watson.

      It must be nice to be the boss's son, she thought. When he first started working for his dad, she thought the amount he was paid was some type of punishment to her, but for the last few years, it was as if Gordon Watson forgot why Alice May worked at the company. The older man often told her, "I don't know what I'd do without you, Alice May. I don't know how we ever got along until you got us organized."

      It was just as well. No one else in town forgot. When Derrick and his chic bride moved back to Idalou, it was all anyone could talk about, and the speculation of how much she must feel peppered conversations all over town. How could she stand to work around her old boyfriend? They wondered just shy of earshot if Alice May still pined for him and if her heart would ever recover. They didn't know that her broken heart vanished by the time Pip came into the world. She would never understand how Derrick could deny Pip was his son. He was the most adorable child. Derrick was a weak fool.

      She rarely spoke to Derrick at work or outside of work. They both acted as if she were just another employee. Sometimes he asked a few questions or asked her to type a letter for him. She didn't resent his slack attitude to his job, even though in a just and righteous world, he'd be fired for not coming to work every day, or at least more than once a week. She thought it strange that Mr. Watson never asked if he came to work. She guessed he didn’t really want to know the answer to that thorny question.

      Outside of work, it wasn't as if they moved in the same circles. Though Alice May's parents maintained their membership to the Country Club, Alice May wasn't welcome to the dinners and dances, and the family changed churches when the elders descended on their home en masse to explain an unmarried mother couldn't attend anymore.

      The Methodist church gladly welcomed her, so she and her parents regretfully placed their membership, along with the Mays’ big donations. When the other church elders realized how much money they would lose when her parents moved with their sizable offerings, they apologized and asked her parents to come back sans Alice May, but the damage was done.

      Mr. May was a generous giver. The Methodists bought a new bus for their mission trips,  built a new parsonage, replaced the old organ with a beautiful Wurlitzer, and the Church of Christ minister gnashed his teeth in envy. Of course, Mr. May didn’t pay for all of those improvements, but he encouraged church bonds, brought in new members, and helped the church make better decisions.

      As time passed, Mrs. Gladys Watson's interest in her grandson grew. At first, she ignored the boy, thinking Derrick's wife would eventually give her a grandchild, but now she recognized the situation's impossibility. The hunger for a grandchild grew every time she saw little Pip, and as he grew, so did her longing to love him. She looked forward to seeing the boy every time she came to pick up Fifi. Finally, she doted on Pip and brought him toys and books without Mr. Gordon knowing it and encouraged Alice May to bring him to work. Eventually, Gladys sent Fifi to the office almost every day, and then she came to pick up the little dog so she could be there to talk to Pip.

      Pip had no idea who she was other than the nice lady who owned Fifi. Alice May knew she had to tell him, but how? Her story differed radically from the story the Watsons circulated years ago. But Pip had a right to know who his father was, and who the Watsons were.

      And it broke her heart to see the pain in Mrs. Watson's eyes. She obviously loved the boy.

      When the bell on the office door jangled, she looked up. Instead of Mrs. Watson, Jeff Mathews entered the office and stood at the reception desk. He was covered in dust from head to toe. Fifi began yapping hysterically while sitting on Alice May's lap. She juggled the excitable dog as she shifted the week's receipts and orders for the next week. When the papers were secure, she sat the wiggling pup on the floor. The dog scooted out of reach and ran around the counter and viciously attacked the hem of Jeff's thick brown work pants.

      "Miss May, your walking cotton ball is eating my pants."

      "I doubt that, though her little teeth are sharp. She's more likely getting dirty. Come here, you little toot, and leave Mr. Mathews alone."

      “Please, Mr. Mathews is my dad. These days everyone just calls me Jeff." He bent down and disengaged Fifi from her death grip on his heavy dungarees, and cradled her in his brawny arms, and the little dickens promptly remembered her heritage and slathered him with a series of lightning-quick French kisses. "Ugh. Dog breath. How can something this little have such bad breath?"

      "I don't understand it either. I brush her teeth with a special dog toothpaste Mrs. Gordon gets from her vet. Here, Fifi, mind your manners.” She took the squirmy pup and then held out an envelope. She waited for a moment while Jeff seemed lost in thought.  “Here's your check… Jeff. I guess that's what you came in for. I thought you wouldn't make it in."

      "My dentist worked me in on my lunch hour. I was in too much pain to wait.” He frowned, rubbing his jaw, and then said, “You're here kinda late."

      "I always stay late on Fridays."

      "Do you always bring your dog?"

      "Oh, she's not my dog. I keep her for Mrs. Watson when she has her hair done."

      He nodded and then cleared his throat. “Not to be rude, but seems like Mrs. Watson has her hair done every day."

      "She always looks nice, doesn't she? But some days she plays bridge, and some days she goes to town, and she hates to leave Fifi home all day because Josephine has enough to do at their house. Josephine is Mrs. Watson’s housekeeper, and she isn’t particularly fond of dogs…Oh, your check. Here you go. I like poodles, but I like Golden Retrievers much better."

      "They shed. A lot."

      "I wouldn't mind. If you could be any kind of dog, what kind of dog would you want to be?"

      "I beg your pardon?"

      "I think I'd choose to be a Tibetan Mastiff. They are huge and very gentle, I hear. Who would argue with a Tibetan Mastiff? What would you choose?"

      He tilted his head, and the corner of his mouth pulled down. "A bird dog of some kind, I guess. Or a greyhound. Or a German Shepherd. I like hunting dogs the most.”

      “I would love to own a German Shepherd, but this little ball of curls has stolen all our hearts. You like the outdoors, then."

      "I guess…Do you do the payroll?" His cheeks tinged with pink.

      "Yes sir, the payroll, the billing, the ordering, the coffee, clean the bathrooms and mop the floors…just about anything that needs doing."

      "You've been with the company quite a while."

      It was her turn for her cheeks to color. From the corner of his eye, he struggled to study the plain young woman, her honey yellow hair pulled into a scraggly ponytail, and her body draped in swaths of dull navy cloth, and tried to remember what she used to look like as a teenager, but the image didn't come to mind. He was more concerned with how small his check was, and she was the one who wrote it. It was a far cry from the glory days of four figures with his own name printed under the letterhead.

      "Well, thanks. Hope you aren't here too late."

      He backed towards the door, and Mrs. Watson opened it for him, breezing past him. "I thought I'd never get out from under that dryer! My hair took forever! How was my baby? Were you a good girl?" She scooped up the tiny dog but took a look around the office. She glanced at Jeff's receding back, and as soon as the door closed, she asked in a stage whisper, “That man… isn’t bothering you, is he? I told Gordon I didn't want him to hire any more men from prison, but Gordon said not to worry my pretty little head about business." She sighed and then smiled brightly. "Did Derrick come to the office during work today?"

      "Mr. Mathews is a nice man. I knew him in High School." She paused and added, "Derrick came in for a little while, but he said he had to go back out,” Alice May said. She hated the fallen look on Mrs. Watson's face. Both Watsons wanted Derrick to take some interest in the company, but so far, Derrick disappointed them again.

      He'd dropped in to get his large check for work he didn’t do, and had the decency to try not to let her notice he'd been drinking… even though she could smell the alcohol on his breath from ten feet away, and then he left shortly after. He asked her to order some new acoustic tiles for the school job they were finishing, which she’d done last week and the crew finished the installation on Thursday. “They were already delivered and waiting in the warehouse, so the guys took care of it.”

      He smirked. “Good to know.”

      "You did get a message from Stacey." She told him. "She tried you at home, and Josephine said to call here. She hoped you and Mr. Gordon would meet at the club tonight and hoped it wasn't too short of notice. She said she had a surprise."

      Josephine, the Watson's long-time housekeeper, stayed longer at her job than Alice May did at hers. Lately, it seemed she almost lived at the Watson’s. In all the time Alice May had known them, Josephine was the only person to answer the phone or the door.

      "My goodness. Stacey never invites us out. Maybe I can catch Gordon at home or at least find out from Josephine where he might be. I wonder what the surprise could be?"

      It occurred to Alice May, Stacey may announce she was pregnant. If so, she wondered how Derrick would take the news. He had no interest in Pip and never asked about his son. He ignored the boy when he was in the office, even if she secretly hoped Derrick would finally claim his son after he'd moved back to town. All he'd said to her when Pip was playing a little too loudly with Fifi was, "The office isn't a place for children, Alice May."

      "It may not be, but he's helping your mother out by entertaining her dog. You will need to talk to her."

      Pip grinned up at him. "Hi, Mr. Derrick. Did you know Fifi knows how to walk on her back legs? Watch! Fifi, up!"

      Derrick frowned and shut his big office door without saying a word.

      "He didn't even see her, momma."

      "Mr. Watson is a busy man, honey. He sees Fifi do tricks when he visits his mother. Here, take her ball and go into the corridor and play catch. It’s too windy outside, and the yard is busy with the men coming and going. I don’t want you to get run over and squashed like the coyote in your cartoons.”

      Derrick's response didn't faze Alice May. Neither did Old Mr. Watson. He ignored Pip but gave Alice May reproving looks. He was a stubborn old coot who couldn't admit he'd made a terrible mistake. It was his loss because who wouldn't want the little boy's love and attention? She thanked the Good Lord every day for her parents. Their love and pride in the child made up for the zero influence of his father's family.

      An hour and a half past quitting time, Alice May set the office alarm and locked the office. She pulled the heavy sweater off and dropped it into the bicycle basket with her purse, revealing a starched white Oxford shirt, and piled everything onto Pip's lunch box. He'd left when Mrs.Watson came by to pick up Fifi. He took his bike to go play with his friends at the park until dark.

      She rode down the street and turned to go up Main, and shock nearly knocked
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