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  About The Granny Avengers


  The Granny Avengers is a new series written by Carolina Danford Wright. Marfa Lights Out is the second book in the series. Each of the protagonists in this series is old enough to be a grandmother. Each is brave and on the side of truth and justice. Some of these heroes act on the spur of the moment because it is the right thing to do. Some, because of circumstances, seem to stumble into being avengers. Other Granny Avengers take over when the criminal justice system has failed to do its job. You will enjoy getting to know these feisty women as they struggle to right the wrongs of the world.
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  I decided to move to Marfa because I was tired, and the small, high desert town in the middle of nowhere West Texas seemed like a place where I could rest. Marfa was calling me. It’s the county seat of Presidio County and the epicenter of the Chinati Foundation, home of artist Donald Judd’s famous collection of one-hundred aluminum rectangular boxes.


  Marfa may be even more famous for its mysterious lights. Also known as ghost lights, these glowing orbs have been observed just outside the town of Marfa for generations. Those who have seen them have attributed these hovering, flickering, twinkling, colorful mystery balls to paranormal phenomena such as ghosts, UFOs, or will-o’-the-wisp. Really? I have never seen the Marfa Lights, but the Donald Judd aluminum boxes are very real and very wonderful. In spite of these claims to fame, Marfa has been able to maintain its small-town appeal, and after looking at real estate for about five minutes, I bought a house there.


  Housing prices are going up in Marfa, but I was moving from Washington, D.C., well-known for having some of the nation’s, and maybe the world’s, most inflated real estate. I was selling an outrageously over-priced home in our nation’s capital, so I could afford the somewhat over-priced home I had to have on North Austin Street in Marfa. My new place was going to require a lot of work, but I could afford the house and the expense of fixing it up so it would be the way I wanted it to be. Some of my friends thought I was crazy to move to Marfa and undertake a major renovation project at my age, but I’d fallen in love with the town and with the house. It’s hard to argue with love.


  I’d lived in the District of Columbia for many years and had suffered through the crime, the taxes, the traffic, as well as the baloney of various political administrations. I’d thought I would be able to endure the eight years of the current crowd, but my patience ran out midway through the second term. I had to get away. My husband had died a decade earlier of congestive heart failure, partially a victim, I will always believe, of the stress that resulted from his many years spent driving on the Washington Beltway. The year after my husband died, my son was killed in Iraq by an IED, another casualty of the insanity that has long reigned in this country’s seat of politics and power.


  My daughter Anna is a lawyer and recently moved to San Diego. She and a college friend started their own law firm in Southern California. Not only is she enjoying better weather and less traffic, she’s making a great deal more money. I’ve never been a big fan of California, but Anna is happy. So I’m happy. She has almost married twice, but escaped disaster both times — her words.


  There was no longer any reason for me to stay in D.C. I would always grieve for the loved ones I’d lost to the place. Now that my daughter had moved on, and with no grandchildren anywhere in sight, it was time for me to move on, too. I had many friends and many favorite restaurants in the District. I wished I could take the Lebanese Taverna with me. I would miss them all, but I was tired of city life, and especially tired of life in this city. I sold my house for an obscene amount of money and got rid of most of my furniture. I wanted a new life in a new place. This old lady was going to get a new dog and a new car to go with her new house in her new town.


  I’d decided I was going to become a recluse when I moved to Marfa. I wasn’t going to join any clubs or volunteer to do anything. I was still debating with myself whether or not I was even going to register to vote. My osteoarthritis and my age would give me permission to disengage. I always use a blue and white cane and sometimes use a wheelchair. I wondered if Marfa’s powers-that-be would allow me to drive around town in a golf cart. I was not going to ask permission; I was just going to do it.


  I was making my house as handicap accessible as I wanted it to be, and I was putting a heated swimming pool in the back yard. The pool would be big enough for me to really swim in it, and I’d been able to convince myself that the pool and the accompanying exorbitant utility bills that would be required to heat it were a medical necessity.


  Having retired from several careers along the way, I was ridiculously happy in my current occupation as a writer of mystery novels. Early on, I’d been an eighth grade teacher in the New Orleans public schools, and after graduate school and a PhD, I’d been a professor of economics at two universities. Then I’d designed for and managed my own women’s clothing business, and most recently I had spent twenty years as an architectural designer.


  Always a voracious reader, I’d discovered during the past eight years, that I have a rich imagination and began writing my own books. Being a writer, I used to think, was the perfect job for a recluse. Having written and published several novels, I now realize that much is expected of an author in terms of promotion and marketing. I love to write, but I aspire to the J.D. Salinger school of authorship. I want to write and publish my books and never be seen again. Thank goodness, I had published my first book under a pen name. If my pseudonym ever becomes famous, I personally will be spared the fuss and exhaustion of having to deal with celebrity or notoriety.


  Marfa, here I come, ready or not!
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  Because I was buying my house from an estate, the transaction was complicated, and the settlement was delayed. The delay had allowed me extra time to study the blueprints over and over again and plan my house renovations and landscaping in detail. I’d hired a highly-recommended contractor, and he promised he would be ready to go on the project as of September 1st. While my house was being fixed up, I’d decided to indulge myself and live at the Hotel Saint George, a wonderful and recently repurposed hotel in downtown Marfa. It was going to cost me a fortune to stay at the Saint George for three months, but I loved the place. It was fairly close to my house on North Austin Street and had great food. There was a roll-in shower in the bathroom of my hotel suite. I would be able to closely supervise the renovation of my new home in the mornings and return to the Saint George’s restaurant for a delicious lunch and a Mexican coke. Mexican cokes are made with cane sugar rather than with high fructose corn syrup.


  I closed on my D.C. house and sent ahead the furniture, clothes, books, and household goods I wanted to take with me to Marfa. It would all be stored until my house was ready. I bought myself a big gas-guzzling Ford Expedition. It was white, and it came with all the bells and whistles the salesman could talk me into. I packed my laptop and other things I couldn’t live without into my new truck and visited friends in Virginia Beach, Virginia; Asheville, North Carolina; Madison, Mississippi; and Mansfield, Arlington, and Fort Worth, Texas along the way. Marfa was hot when I arrived during the last week of August. At an altitude of almost 5,000 feet, it isn’t as hot as it could have been, and it’s a dry heat. I was patting myself on the back, however, that I had budgeted to upgrade the HVAC system in my Austin Street house.


  The Hotel Saint George was delighted to welcome me. How many people, after all, reserve a suite for three months? I was their new best customer. I quickly made friends with the waiters and waitresses and everybody who worked in the bookstore gift shop. It hadn’t been difficult to convince the bookstore to carry the series of adventure books I’d written for young people. While the work was being done on my house renovation, I was going to have fun staying at the Saint George.


  In a shocking display of showing up on time, the contractor met me at my new home at nine in the morning on the first of September, just as he’d promised. We’d exchanged hundreds of emails but were meeting each other in person for the first time today. I liked George Hernandez immediately. We were on the same page, and I was relieved that he respected my opinions. He’d known from the beginning that I was a senior citizen, but sometimes when an old lady with white hair hobbles up to a meeting leaning on a cane, she’s dismissed as irrelevant.


  George won me over immediately as he greeted me with a big smile and helped me climb out of my enormous car. While we discussed the plans, his crew was already demolishing the derelict structure at the rear of the property that had to go to make room for my swimming pool. We made a few minor changes in the plans, but for the most part, it looked as if my renovation was going to proceed on schedule. I hung around and met George’s men, answered a few questions, asked a few questions, held up paint samples, and took some measurements. I like to fix things up.


  The house on North Austin Street had most recently been owned by an older couple who had run a restaurant out of their home. They’d lived in the back of the house, and the restaurant had been open for breakfast and lunch only, Thursday through Sunday. The husband was a retired anesthesiologist, and he waited tables. The wife loved to cook, and having a restaurant had always been her dream. I’d never eaten there, but word was that the food had been terrific. The couple had grown older and had to close the restaurant. They’d moved to an assisted living facility and subsequently passed away. The house had been vacant for more than three years. The real estate agent had done a bit of clean up in the yard, but the landscaping and the gardens needed professional attention. I planned my herb garden and my cutting garden, wondering what could actually survive in this arid climate.


  From my large and shady front porch, I had a view of the picturesque and historic pink Presidio County courthouse built in 1886. I wondered if I’d ever actually sit on my front porch. If I intended to be a recluse, wouldn’t I have to stay indoors? I’d selected a low-maintenance, beautiful, and expensive fence to enclose my backyard, swimming pool, and garden. I told myself it was an essential safety feature to be sure no children or critters accidentally fell into the pool. My contractor was building a garage addition with a ramp to make it easy for me to go from my car to my mudroom. After the renovation, the garage would be big enough to hold the Expedition and a golf cart. I’d decided to buy the golf cart now and wait until later to ask permission to drive it around town. The Hotel Saint George had already promised me a convenient reserved parking spot for the cart, right by the front door. I had a handicap tag to display on my rear-view mirror. The golf cart was ideal for running back and forth to Austin Street to keep an eye on the progress of my house.


  There hadn’t been much time to rest yet, and resting had been my reason for choosing Marfa. I settled into a routine, and most afternoons, I even found some time to work on a new novel. Life in this small town was looking good. I’d promised myself I wasn’t going to get involved in the community and I wasn’t going to get to know anybody. Before I knew it, of course, I knew way too many people. The folks in West Texas were friendly and happy. How could I not get to know them and like them?


  Years earlier, I’d visited Donald Judd’s exhibit of aluminum rectangular boxes, housed in two brick buildings on the outskirts of Marfa. I had been awestruck by his genius. Not usually a fan of the latest thing in art or architecture, I loved Judd’s work. I could see why his artistic presence in the town had attracted worldwide attention and higher housing prices. If aluminum boxes sound boring, believe me, Judd’s exhibit is not boring. Every one of the rectangular boxes is different. The display is beautifully done, and it is fascinating. I hated it that Donald Judd was dead. He’d died in 1994. Part of me wished I’d moved to Marfa while he’d still been alive. But having so much of his work in the area did compensate. Judd was still alive here in Marfa because his work lives here. I’d promised myself that in my new life, I wasn’t going to get involved in anything other than my writing, but the Chinati Foundation and the Judd Foundation were awfully tempting. I’d made a good decision to move to Marfa.


  I’ve never been an extremely neighborly person. My Myers-Briggs personality profile has consistently let me know that I’m an introvert, but at the same time, I really love people. How can both of these things be true? My Austin Street property was on a sizeable lot, but it was in town and had fairly close neighbors. Because contractors, pool people, and landscapers need access, my fence can’t be built until after the renovation work is completed. I was doing my best, during my daily visits to the house, to avoid all contact with nosy neighbors. They were probably curious about who had bought the property and what I was doing to it. I was going to allow that random and speculative curiosity to expand and take itself wherever it wanted to go. I was hiding out, and I wasn’t talking.


  I’m not a good liar, and my true feelings tend to spread all over my face and are more than obvious in my body language. Even though it never seems to work out for me, I continue to indulge my fantasy that I want to be mysterious and eccentric. I am actually fairly conventional and absurdly nice, but my wishful thinking about becoming a recluse lives on. I’d considered wearing a wig whenever I went to Austin Street to consult with George and his men, but decided that was silly and too much trouble. Wigs itch like crazy.


  I’m certain the neighbors have already found out from Sotheby’s exactly who has bought the house, how much I paid for it, and everything about everything else. Do I even need to mention that driving a golf cart around town, perhaps an illegal golf cart, is not exactly the way to maintain a low profile?


  One day as I was about to leave the construction site, a woman who looked like she was even older than I am, staggered up my front walk. She had long grey hair that floated around her head and shoulders like a curly cape, and she was very unsteady on her feet as she approached the door. I thought about ignoring her presence but didn’t want to appear rude in front of George’s friendly and cheerful workers. I felt some empathy for her because I am also unsteady on my feet. I hobbled on my cane to meet my neighbor.


  The moment she began to speak, I realized she’d been drinking. The aura and aroma of alcohol surrounded her, and she was slurring her words. “I’m Melody, and I live next door. Welcome to Marvelous Marfa. I’m an artist. Everybody in Marfa thinks they’re an artist, but I really am one. Are you an artist?”


  I shook her hand. “It’s nice to meet you. I’m Margaret Lennox. Everybody calls me Margaret.” I motioned for her to sit on the bench beside me. I can’t stand up for long periods of time and always need a chair or a bench nearby. George’s crew knows this about me, and they tirelessly move my chair from place to place as we troubleshoot and make construction decisions about various rooms in the house. The bench on my front porch is made out of raw, cheap pine, thrown together by the men so I can have a place to sit down after walking to the house from my golf cart in the driveway. A classic English cottage-style bench is on order but has not yet arrived. The homemade bench is a bench made for one, but Melody snuggled up next to me as she sat down. I wondered where this encounter was heading and wished I were back at the Saint George eating lunch and drinking a Mexican coke.


  “What are you doing in Marfa? Everybody wants to know where you’ve come from and how you could afford to buy this house. You must be spending a fortune fixing it up.” Melody was nothing if not blunt. Had old age destroyed her social filters, or was it the booze talking? Maybe Melody the Artist was always like this, even when she’d been younger and even when she was sober.


  “I moved to Marfa to get away from my hectic city life on the East Coast. I fell in love with this house, and I’m hoping to be able to move in soon. There’s still a lot of work to be done.” I was trying to give out as little information as possible, but Melody’s interrogation was relentless.


  “Are you building a swimming pool? Everybody thinks you’re building a swimming pool. The neighbors are all glad you tore down that awful looking corrugated metal shed thing in your back yard.”


  “Yes, that had to go. I couldn’t figure out exactly what its purpose was anyway.” I hoped to keep the conversation focused on the ugly shed I’d had demolished.


  “You have a hard time getting around, don’t you? You’re even more crippled than I am, and I’m betting I’m older than you are. What’s your ailment?”


  “I have osteoarthritis, and I do have a difficult time getting around.” I was anxious to get away on my golf cart, but I couldn’t find a polite way to stem the flood of questions from my tipsy neighbor.


  “When you move in, you can come over for a drink. I make my own wine, you know. Everybody says it’s delicious. I’m an artist, did I tell you? Are you an artist? Everybody in Marfa thinks they’re an artist.”


  It was time to leave. “You’ll have to excuse me, Melody. I have a meeting, and it starts in twenty minutes. It’s been nice meeting you. Good luck with your art.” I didn’t tell my neighbor that in fact my upcoming meeting was with a bowl of the soup of the day and a fructose-free coke at the Hotel Saint George.


  “Who’s your meeting with, Margaret? I do sculpture out of found objects. I’m an artist, a sculptor. Are you an artist?”


  “I look forward to seeing your work sometime. I have to go now, or I’m going to be late.” I didn’t want to tell her I was a writer, and I didn’t want to be late for my lunch. I briefly chided myself and considered that maybe Melody had dementia. I told myself I should try to be nice to her because I might have dementia someday. I grabbed my blue and white cane and started for the golf cart.


  Melody followed after me toward the driveway. “Can you give me a ride downtown on that thing? Everybody knows you’re living at the Saint George. Everybody wonders how you can afford it.”


  “I’m not going downtown right now.” I lied. “I have a meeting, and I have to leave now.”


  Melody was put out that I wouldn’t give her a ride downtown, and I felt guilty for rejecting her. My neighbor was determined to have the last word. “Well, I’ll see you tomorrow. I know you come here every morning. I’ve been watching you.”


  I’ll bet you’ve been watching, I think to myself. I climbed into my golf cart and headed for downtown. I would need a nap today after the conversation with Melody. Maybe I’d made a mistake to try to get away from it all. Melody lived next door to me. Was she going to be a constant thorn in my side? The realist in me reminded me that it was not possible to get away from it all anymore, if it had ever been possible. I would have to try to set limits on my neighbor who made her own wine and drank too much of it in the morning. I would have to get good locks installed on my doors and on the gate that provided access to my fenced-in back yard. I could pretend I wasn’t home and refuse to answer the door. I could hide under the bed.
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  I stayed away from my house for the next three days. It was a weekend, and George’s crew didn’t come on Saturday and Sunday. Maybe Melody would forget about me. There was a fundraising event on Saturday evening at the Chinati Foundation, which had its headquarters at a former U.S. Army post, Fort D.A. Russell. Donald Judd had purchased the Army post in the 1970s and turned it into a place to display his art. I had paid $250 to attend the cocktail party. What had happened to my promise that I wouldn’t join anything or make any friends? And I hated cocktail parties. I’d made an exception and decided to attend this party because I loved Donald Judd’s work.


  Finding a convenient parking place is often difficult when one is handicapped. Handicap parking spaces fill up quickly. Because I wasn’t familiar with the location of the cocktail party and can’t walk long distances, I’d hired a driver to deliver me to the Chinati reception and take me home when it was over. One of the busboys who worked at the Saint George would drive my car, let me out close to the door, and wait for me while I attended the party. If I needed any assistance, he would help me walk up any unexpected stairs. It would be money well spent.


  I was overdressed for the fund raiser. I had on black jersey palazzo pants and a matching black jersey scoop-neck top. I was wearing my favorite pearls. It was October, so I wore a colorful shawl and my long leather coat. Most of the other partygoers were wearing blue jeans, and they all knew each other. I was an old woman leaning on a cane, and although my blue eyes and white hair are attractive, I didn’t belong.


  It was my own fault that I wasn’t mingling. I really just can’t mingle anymore. I can’t stand for long periods of time or walk around and chat with a drink in my hand. And that’s what you do at a cocktail party. I found a chair on the periphery of the room and sat down. A couple of people came up to talk to me, but the crowd was energetic and constantly moving. I felt out of things and again vowed I wouldn’t attend any more cocktail parties. What was I thinking? I would just send a check next time. I was about to text my driver to tell him I wanted to go home. He could pull up to the entrance where he’d let me off. Just as I began to tap on my cell phone, a young man with a neatly trimmed blond ponytail came up to me and introduced himself.


  “I’m Ellery, and I think you live down the street from me in town.”


  Ellery looked like a very nice young person, and I was thrilled that he’d made the effort to speak to me. I put out my hand. “Hello, Ellery, I’m Margaret Lennox. Delighted to meet you. Yes, I’m renovating a house on Austin Street. Do you live on Austin Street?”


  “I live in the tiny blue house around the corner, on West Jackson Street. I’ve seen the workers at your house, and I’m excited that someone is fixing it up. It’s been vacant too long. I’ve always loved your place. It’s a real Texas classic. I have a feeling you’re keeping all the original charm.” Ellery’s blue eyes crinkled when he smiled, and he seemed to mean it when he said he was happy to meet me.


  I really liked this young man who lived in my neighborhood. “I love your house, too. Every time I drive by, I wonder who lives there. Even in October I can see you have a magnificent garden and a wonderful greenhouse. Lucky you! And yes, you’ve got my number. I’m trying to keep as much of the original Austin Street house and charm as possible. The work takes longer to finish than one thinks it will, but isn’t that always the story with renovations? I hope to be in by Thanksgiving, but it will be close.”


  “You hired the best contractor in the area, and I’ll bet he’s finished with your house ahead of time. He did my house a few years ago. He does beautiful work. Your pool and landscaping might not be done by the end of November, but I’m thinking you will be able to move into your house before Thanksgiving.” Did everyone in Marfa know I planned to put in a pool?


  “I’d love for you to come over and see what’s been done so far.” What was wrong with me? What had happened to the secret recluse inside myself, that eccentric soul who wanted to retreat from the world? It seemed I couldn’t wait to show off my house to this nice young man. “I’ll be there on Monday morning if you want to come by. Are you an artist? Melody says everybody in Marfa thinks they’re an artist.”


  Ellery laughed out loud. He had a genuine and contagious laugh. “So you’ve already met Melody, and no doubt she’s been grilling you about how you can afford to buy your house and fix it up. Don’t worry. She does that with all the new people. She’ll eventually get tired of you. As soon as somebody else buys a house in the neighborhood, she’ll move on with her nosy neighbor routine and start hassling them. She’s harmless. Drinks too much.”


  “That’s hard to miss. I’ve wondered if she has dementia or if she’s just socially inept. I guess it’s the homemade wine.”


  “She does make wine, but I suspect it’s vodka that keeps her going. She’s actually pretty sharp, if you can catch her when she’s sober. And, surprisingly, her sculptures are in demand, and they sell for high prices.”


  “Now, you are telling me something I wasn’t expecting to hear. I’m glad she’s able to support herself with her work. I had my doubts when she showed up at my house a few days ago. She said she works with found objects.”


  “She refuses to cut her hair, and she makes her own personal fashion statement by wearing found items, too. She goes through garbage cans and dumpsters and landfills to find materials for her sculpture — and to find her wardrobe. She’s a true eccentric and definitely marches to a unique drummer. She’ll leave you alone after a while. Don’t despair or think about moving away.”


  “I appreciate the information. I’ll admit I was worried that she would become a major PITA. You’ve reassured me.”


  “I write music, to answer your question about my being an artist. I write songs and music scores for movies and play piano, guitar, the flute, and the clarinet. I love what I do. I’m a member of a jazz ensemble that mostly gets together for fun. Occasionally, we play a gig someplace, but our primary mission is to entertain ourselves. Marfa does have an inordinately high percentage of artists per capita. I hate to ask you, but are you an artist?” Ellery laughed out loud again when he said that.


  “I’m a writer. Fiction. I’m curious about your name, Ellery.”


  “Yep, you’ve got me. My mother loved mystery novels, especially the old-fashioned ones. Ellery Queen was a particular favorite. And my last name is King. Can you believe it?” He laughed again.


  I laughed with him. “I love Ellery Queen, too. Those two brothers made one terrific mystery writer.”


  “I’ve got to go. The Chinati Foundation hired our jazz group to play for a while tonight. It’s been a real pleasure meeting you, Margaret. I look forward to the tour on Monday morning.” He took my hand and made a small bow. Then he was gone. I was so happy to know Ellery King. He was a sweetheart. I was tired and wanted to leave, but I decided to stay a while longer and listen to the music. The group’s performance was exceptional, and Ellery’s love of jazz was contagious. It was fun to watch him play. Music was obviously his passion. Ellery was an artist.


  I was sorry when they’d finished their concert, but it was past time for me to go back to the hotel. The cocktail party had been a big outing for me. I texted Guillermo, my driver, and he picked me up at the door and drove me back to town. Marfa may not be as away from it all as I’d thought it would be, but it was going to be an incredibly interesting place to live.
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  Sure enough, Ellery had been right about George Hernandez. He and his men finished the painting and everything else by November 18th. The landscaper was still working on the exterior, but I could finally move into my Texas classic. I scheduled a cleaning crew and made arrangements for my furniture and household goods to be delivered from storage. I loved being in my new house.


  I’d hired You Are Home!, a company out of Dallas to put things away for me. It was an expensive service, but I wasn’t able to lift and unpack boxes, hang up clothes, and climb on ladders anymore. Hiring You Are Home! had been a stroke of genius. All I had to do was sit in a chair and tell the two efficient young women exactly where I wanted them to put everything. They folded each sweater and towel in a beautifully professional way and followed my directions precisely. I knew exactly where everything was, but I hated to use anything or take anything out of a drawer for fear I would mess it up. It all looked so perfect now, and I’d never be able to fold things the way those two experts had. I’d watched closely, but my arthritic fingers no longer went where I wanted them to go.


  With help like this, I would for sure be settled in my house before Thanksgiving, so I called Ellery and asked him what he was doing for Thanksgiving dinner. I said goodbye to my friends at the Hotel Saint George but told them I wouldn’t be a stranger. I’d made arrangements to pick up takeout from the hotel restaurant three nights a week.


  My cooking and entertaining days are pretty much behind me, but Ellery was almost family by now. I was going to brine and roast a turkey breast and make celery and onion dressing and my fabulous cranberry relish for myself. I love turkey, especially leftover turkey sandwiches. Since I was already half-way there, why not buy some already-made mashed potatoes, steam some frozen vegetables, and invite a friend? I could still make great gravy and would order a pumpkin pie from the Saint George. Ellery knew how difficult it was for me to get around. He knew I didn’t cook much anymore, so he wouldn’t have high expectations. I arranged for the groceries to be delivered. The dressing and relish had to be made at least a day or more in advance. I would set a table for two. After dinner, Ellery would put the dishes in the dishwasher for me. It would be fun.


  While living at the Saint George, I’d interviewed several women as possible candidates to be my housekeeper. I was more than willing to have a man as a housekeeper, but none applied. I wanted someone to come in for a few hours five days a week to clean, do laundry, run errands, cook, and generally wait on me. I’m not lazy; I’m old and crippled. I can’t do everything I used to do for myself. After speaking with a number of applicants, I hired Consuela Rodriguez, a middle-aged Hispanic woman who has promised to help me learn Spanish as well as take care of me and my house. Consuela couldn’t start until after the Thanksgiving holidays, but I liked her very much. She was worth waiting for.


  The day before Thanksgiving, Melody made another appearance. I was just putting the turkey into its brine when she banged on the back door. She’d pretty much stayed away while I was moving in. Maybe she was afraid I would put her to work. She seemed relatively sober today, so I motioned for her to come in. I’d designed my kitchen so I could sit down to do prep work like peeling and chopping vegetables. It was just a step to the stove and another step to the sink. I was making it work. Melody, nosy as always, wanted to know what I was cooking.


  “Do you have family coming for Thanksgiving?” I had told her I didn’t cook anymore. If she remembered my telling her that, she would wonder what in the world I was doing with a skillet full of sautéed onions and celery in butter on my fancy gas range. “It looks like you’re going to a lot of trouble for just one person.”


  I knew that before she left, I would invite her to join Ellery and me the next day, but I put off issuing the invitation as long as I could. “I like turkey sandwiches, and I can make a turkey breast last for weeks.” I was determined that she was going to have to work for the rest of what she wanted to know and for her dinner invitation.


  “It looks like you’re making more than a turkey breast. It looks like you’re making turkey stuffing, too. Of course, you know, everybody here in Texas makes their stuffing with cornbread. I see bags of Pepperidge Farm bread cubes here on the counter, but I don’t see any cornbread. Of course, you’re a Yankee, so you would use plain bread, rather than cornbread.”


  “I know Texans prefer cornbread stuffing, but this is my special recipe.” Melody was being a bit of a snob about the dressing, and I ignored her tone of voice. I liked Pepperidge Farm bread cubes and my own Scarborough Fair dressing recipe with parsley, sage, rosemary, and thyme. I always used fresh parsley, but I usually substituted poultry seasoning for the other three herbs. It was delicious, and it was what I loved and what I wanted.


  “You’re making so much. Are you having guests?”


  “I like to make a large batch and freeze it. I make stuffed pork chops with the dressing.” I knew she was angling to be invited for dinner, but I was being naughty and wanted to make her ask straight out.


  “Stuffed pork chops? I thought you said you didn’t cook. Stuffed pork chops are a lot of trouble.”


  “Do you cook, Melody? Are you making a turkey?”


  “I used to be a gourmet chef, but my sculpture takes up too much of my time these days. Now I prefer to be creative with my work rather than in the kitchen.” Melody was thin as a rail, and I suspected she drank rather than ate most of her meals . . . these days.


  I finally took pity on her. “I’ve invited Ellery King to have dinner with me tomorrow, and I’d love to have you come, too. It will just be the three of us, and I’m serving dinner at 4:00 p.m.”


  Melody smiled a rare smile. “I’d like that. Ellery is such a sweet man. I’ve wondered why he doesn’t have a girlfriend or a boyfriend. His music seems to be his one and only love. I’ll bring a bottle of my homemade wine.”


  Before I could tell her I had the wine situation under control, she was out the door. I hoped she wouldn’t be too smashed by four o’clock the next afternoon, and I hoped Ellery wouldn’t mind my inviting Melody. He was easygoing and knew how pushy Melody could be. He probably already expected her to be joining us for dinner.


  My cell phone rang, and it was Ellery. I panicked and hoped against hope he wasn’t cancelling. I needed him tomorrow as a buffer. Dinner with just Melody and me was not going to happen.


  “Ellery, please don’t tell me you’re cancelling. Melody was here, and I had no choice but to invite her to have dinner with us tomorrow.”


  Ellery laughed his wonderful hearty laugh. “Not to worry. In fact, I was calling to see if I could bring a friend with me. He’s somebody I work with, and he’s unexpectedly flying in from L.A. tonight. If it’s too much for you, I told him he’d have to go to a restaurant for dinner, but I thought it wouldn’t hurt to ask.”


  I was so relived Ellery wasn’t pulling out of the dinner, I would have told him it was okay to bring his entire jazz band. “Of course, please bring your friend. I’d love to have him. The more people Melody has to grill, the easier it will be for me. Who’s your friend?”


  “He’s a work colleague as well as a good friend, and his name is Augustus Gemini. Thanks for being flexible, Margaret. You’ll enjoy Augustus. He’s outrageous and funny. He’s very L.A., but he loves Marfa and never misses a chance to visit. He flies his own plane, so he comes here often. He will be eager to see what you’ve done with your house. He talks about getting a place in Marfa, but I doubt he’ll ever follow through with that. He’s a huge fan of Donald Judd, and I think he gives oodles of money to Chinati and to the Judd Foundation. Dinner will be fun. Augustus can easily handle Melody, and the two of us will clean up afterwards while you and Melody have an after dinner drink together. Ha Ha! Sorry, I had to say that. Really, though, we’ll clean up, I promise.”


  “I’ll hold you to it. See you both at 4:00.” Things were getting a little out of hand, but I thought I could set the table for four as easily as I could set it for two.
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  I set the table in my dining room for four, and it was elegant with white linens, sterling silver flatware, and blue and white china. I was able to pull the food together before my guests arrived. The turkey breast was resting on its large oval serving platter. I had to admit, I’d bitten off more than I could chew, making a fancy Thanksgiving dinner. It was exhausting, and by the time Ellery and Augustus arrived, I was ready for somebody else to do the carving and the serving and everything else that still needed doing.


  The two men arrived bearing gifts. Ellery handed me a gorgeous end-of-the-summer bouquet from his garden, the perfect addition to my Thanksgiving table. We’d not had a freeze yet, and Ellery had a greenhouse. The flowers were lovely. Augustus brought three dozen long-stemmed multicolored roses and a huge box of candy. He was, as promised, very L.A., dressed in a tight suit complete with cropped pants. His bleached white hair was spiked with purple highlights, and he had on high-heeled leather boots. Definitely over the top, he could have been anywhere between twenty and fifty. He was charming and smart and funny. I loved him and was laughing at his banter before he’d been in my house for thirty seconds. He warned me not to call him Gus.


  Augustus made himself at home and found my best cut crystal double old- fashioned glasses and the kitchen shears. He ruthlessly cut off the long stems of the roses and filled the sparkling crystal with water and tight bunches of the colorful blooms. He placed the glasses full of roses here and there, in between the votive candles on the dining table. With Ellery’s fall flowers as the centerpiece, the table was transformed into a work of art. Augustus presented me with the box of candy, and it was five pounds of handmade caramels dipped in bittersweet chocolate. The candy was from a private Hollywood chocolatier to the stars who only made candy to order. Five pounds of dark chocolates! I was beyond thrilled.


  I made my delicious gravy, and the food was ready. Ellery put the serving dishes on the table. Augustus lit the candles and stood over the turkey platter where he deftly and expertly carved the turkey breast into perfect slices. Ellery opened the Pinot Noir and filled the wine glasses. Just as we were sitting down, Melody blew through the back door and into the kitchen. It was almost 4:30, but she didn’t seem to be wobbling. She had a bottle of wine in her hand and set it down on the counter with a bang. Taking her place at the dining room table, she mumbled something about cats and devil’s food cake. Augustus looked questioningly at Ellery who shrugged his shoulders and made the introductions. Melody immediately began to grill Augustus about who he was, what he did, and where he’d come from. She asked repeatedly if Gemini was really his last name. She asked repeatedly if he were an artist. Augustus was more than able to hold his own with my next-door-neighbor, and pretty soon, Melody was laughing. That was a first for me; I’d never heard her laugh before.


  We had an outlandishly good time, and I finally gave the Thanksgiving blessing just after we’d eaten dessert. We finished the fabulous Saint George’s pumpkin pie with whipped cream, and Augustus asked if there was just a touch of bourbon in it. I’d thought there was something extra in the pie that gave it a special kick, and Augustus had put his finger on it. We went around the table to say what we were thankful for. Augustus was thankful for lots of absurdly funny things, many of which I’d never heard of. Ellery was thankful for musical things and friends and his garden. Melody was pretty sloshed by now, and I think she said she was thankful for cats and devil’s food cake and girdles. I asked her if she had a cat, and she said she kind of had a cat. No one asked about the girdles. I was thankful for my new town, my new house, and my new neighbors. Most of all, I was thankful I didn’t live in Washington D.C. anymore.


  I gave Augustus a tour of the house and told him about the renovations. He loved my huge bathroom with its stone floor and the white and silver tiles I’d chosen. Although I suspected he had ultra-modern furnishings in his own Los Angeles home, he said the antiques in the master bedroom suite worked perfectly in my house. He helped Melody get home safely, while Ellery finished cleaning up the kitchen. Hugs all around. It was one of the best Thanksgivings I’d ever celebrated. There was plenty of perfectly sliced turkey for a week’s worth of sandwiches, and the rest of the leftovers were either frozen or otherwise neatly stored in my refrigerator. Who needed a housekeeper?


  I spent a long time sitting under the hot water on the stone bench in my grand open shower. It had been a big day, and I was worn out. I climbed into my four poster bed and tried to read a book. I was truly thankful for many things, and the crisp sheets, the clean Texas air, and the Pinot Noir didn’t let me stay awake for very long. Life was good in Marfa.


  The main railroad tracks through town run behind my house. The real estate agent had apologized for this when I first looked at the property. The proximity of the tracks didn’t bother me, and there was a wide dirt road and a small field of scrubby bushes between my future backyard fence and the railroad bed. The clackety clack took me back to simpler days, childhood times when there were a lot
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