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Tuesday






"Approving license application for private detective for James F. Crawford." My heart jumped. I had known that it was coming. After all, it had to be printed in the paper, but even so it was exciting to see it in black and white—or newsprint and ink. Someday there will be the Internet equivalent of publishing notices in the local newspaper—but not yet. There it was, an item on the Shelbyville City Council agenda for tonight. The agenda for a meeting I wasn't going to miss.


Alabama doesn't have statewide licensing for private investigators—just a state business license. The cities and towns are allowed to set their own requirements. In Shelbyville, the standard wording was "for private detective and uniform security guard" but I'd kicked up a ruckus on that. Evidently most people petitioned to be both private investigator and security guard. Since I couldn't see myself working as a rent-a-cop for fraternity parties, I'd made sure to limit the petition to just private investigation. It seemed like a reasonable thing to do at the time.


I was sitting at my kitchen counter reading the paper. I smoothed out the notice making sure there weren't any wrinkles in it. My dog, Tan, and I had done our morning walk. I'd showered, shaved, and dressed for the day before making breakfast. My current uniform—shorts, T-shirt, and sneakers—had been a comfortable change from my preretirement garb. Not that, as a geek, I'd been required to go the coat and tie routine. But there is casual and then there's casual.


Eventually the weather would force me to move to long sleeves and long pants. October in Alabama can have some cool days—it can also be as hot as June and July, which is why I was still in shorts. I hadn't been retired from my day job for a year as yet, so I was learning on the job, as it were, about retiree apparel.


Once the city council approved my application I was going to have to start saying that I was retired from the university and "in between jobs" in my new career. I smiled to myself. What do private detectives wear to work anyway? I was pretty sure that I wouldn't have to run out and buy a new wardrobe.


Retirement had altered some things, but breakfast hadn't gone through much of a change. Today was sausage biscuits with mustard and cheese. The cheese was a culinary wrinkle in my breakfast biscuit world that a new friend had introduced me to. Well, she wasn't really a new friend—it was the degree of friendship that was new.


I had opened up the News to get the morning started. I had my ritual for reading the newspaper. It was based in part on how I read the Saturday Evening Post when I was growing up. I think it was the Post. I started at the back since that's where the cartoons were and worked my way to the front. Same story with the newspaper. Comics, sports, local news, and finally the national news and editorials. Certainly I had not started with the city council agenda until recently.


I checked the back of the page the council agenda was printed on and decided that I'd forgo whatever story it was a part of. I stood up, got a pair of scissors out of the catch-all drawer, and headed to the table in the breakfast nook. I wasn't going to risk tearing the agenda item.


Once I'd spread the newspaper out, The Black jumped onto the table, walked across it until he was in the middle of the newspaper, and sat down. "Thanks," I scratched the cat's ears. "Now get off the newspaper—and the table." The commanding tone I used fell on deaf ears and I knew from experience how successful such entreaties would be. So I picked him up and poured him onto the floor. I had the agenda cut out of the paper before he got back on the table.
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I tucked the clipping away in a folder I had sitting on the kitchen counter. There were a couple of other items in it, all things I thought I should do something with, but couldn't decide just what. Occasionally I'd flip through the folder item by item, decide I'd been wrong about one of them, and throw it away. But usually I just saved them all for another day.


In the folder were articles from the News about my old boss Sean Thomas dying from food poisoning, one about the accidental death of Albert Worthy, and another reporting the arrest of the person who'd killed both of them. There was an odd editorial from the student newspaper in which I was depicted as the provost's secret agent. It attempted to paint an ordinary business arrangement as mysterious and covert but was offset by the nearly universal respect accorded the provost. More News articles about the shooting of the University Press's director, the suicide of the last member of a once-prominent Shelbyville family, and another call for increased campus security from the student newspaper.


The folder contained, in fact, a history of events that had led to my applying for a private investigator's license. Maybe I should make a scrapbook. I shrugged. My muse must be busy somewhere else. I closed the folder to await another day.


Things had been slow in the detecting business since those two weeks in September that had dumped me headfirst into my new career. If by slow I meant nonexistent. But that was okay since it had taken until the middle of October for my application for a license to get on the council's agenda.


Today would be the start of my licensed career. My business cards were supposed to be ready so I'd stop by the printer and pick them up—along with a small supply of invoices, envelopes, and letterhead. I hadn't thought to order those items until the graphic artist I was working with brought it up. Since then I'd received her invoice with a pleasant cover note on her letterhead, all enclosed in an envelope sporting her business logo. I could see how handy these things were going to be. Along with the business credit card my accountant had strongly encouraged me to get. At least her suggestion was more altruistic than the artist's—having my business expenses separate from personal spending was going to make her job easier and she billed by the hour.


I'd been told that the council's approval of my application was all-but-assured. Still I'd been encouraged to attend the meeting and to try and appear as if I was a solid citizen. I assumed that meant wearing a suit and tie since that's what our politicians always wear. Misery loves company. Of course it might be they wore suits just in case a funeral happened to pop up.


The fact that I was going to be wearing a suit had prompted me to think at first that it would be a good time to take Bobby out for a celebratory meal. We'd started to go to Trey's one evening—gotten as far as being seated—but I'd gotten distracted by the outfit she was wearing, and we ended up back at her house and, eventually, had a late supper. Operating on the principle that "life is short; eat dessert first," we'd gone straight for dessert.


Retirement isn't the end to life, it's a beginning. I was glad I'd taken early retirement, and my new relationship with Bobby was one of the reasons. Bobby was short for Barbara. She'd put the y at the end in honor of Bobby Kennedy. And she put a smile on my lips every time I thought about her.


But the council meeting didn't start until six o'clock, I wasn't first on the agenda, and she had to go to work tomorrow. So the celebratory meal was on for tomorrow night—Wednesday evening that is. I'd made reservations for six o'clock. This time we'd save dessert for after dinner.


And, at the end of the week, across the river in Archibald, was The Festival. It had been an annual event for going on thirty years now, part folk festival—arts and crafts, primitive and contemporary—music festival; outdoor performances; and food. As close as it is to Halloween, costumes abound at The Festival. Sunday was Bring Your Pet to The Festival Day; Saturday celebrated Alabama beer and wine; and Friday—opening day—was the day to shop before the artists sold out of what you wanted. Thursday was the day I'd promised to meet Stan so he could shoot a video promoting The Festival. He'd asked if I'd bring The Black with me since he wanted a black cat in the video—what with Halloween coming up.


Remembering this, I guiltily looked around to see if The Black was still around. I'd neglected to mention to him that Stan wanted to video him at The Festival since this involved riding in the car, which meant he had to be in the cat carrier. Historically, this is not one of the things TB enjoys. And after the photo shoot, I was going to take him to the vet for his annual shots though I wasn't sure he was going to appreciate my rationale: he was going to have to go to the vet's anyway—what harm was a short delay?


I'd brought the carrier out from storage yesterday and put it down on the floor in the den. The Black had sniffed at it. So had Tan, who couldn't fit into it even if she'd wanted to. Then they had both ignored it. So far so good.


I went back to the clippings folder, opened it up, and wrote a note on the inside cover—Tan and The Black. I was careful to use seniority in determining priority. If this was going to be a history of my detecting career I needed to include my confidants.


I looked around the kitchen. Tan was on one of her dog beds and The Black was curled up asleep in a patch of sunlight on the floor. I, James F. Crawford, Private Investigator, went to clean out the kitty litter. Best not to get too puffed up about myself.
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That evening The Black followed me into the bedroom as I was getting out of my suit and into something more comfortable. He was fussing about something—probably my not paying him enough attention—but I wasn't paying much attention. "You know TB, I don't think I do my best work in a suit. Maybe it's the tie."


I don't know what I'd expected the City Council meeting to be like but I had found it unsettling. The council room was impressive—heavy wooden paneling—twenty-foot-plus ceiling—rectangular—wider than it was deep. Seating for the public was sort of pew-like to your right as you entered the room. Across the room the civil service types sat behind some railing like where the choir would have been, if it had been a church—but there wasn't an altar. No, no altar—just an imposing wooden wall behind which city councilmen and -women sat in high-backed leather chairs on a raised platform—looming over the populace. They had the high ground for sure.


The room was old but it had been retro-fitted with the amenities—air conditioning, sound system, microphones, projector screens, laser pointers, computers, wireless network, and the like. Everything you needed to conduct today's business of governing but they'd left that part alone—the part that made it clear who were the governed and who governed.


I had sat there waiting my turn in my suit and tie, dress shoes freshly shined, file folder in my lap, cell phone turned off—the picture of a dutiful applicant—while the council worked its way through tonight's agenda. I was the fourth item—not counting the pledge of allegiance, opening prayer, and approval of last meeting's minutes. I was so nervous that it was a wonder butterflies weren't flying out of my ears.


It was clear that the first three items were routine by the way everybody was only half paying attention—almost sleep walking. The city clerk would read a summary of the application, city attorney murmur that there was no legal reason to deny it, police department representative say the police had no problem with it, the applicant would walk to the podium, no one would have any questions, council chair would bang his gavel, ask for a motion and then a second, get mumbled responses, ask for ayes and nays, slam the gavel again, and say "approved." Then it would start all over again.


I'd been so hypnotized by the routine that I found myself standing at the podium wondering how I'd gotten there. I was still nervous. So nervous that I'd been surprised when the chair asked the clerk a question and broke the routine.


"This the guy who caused all the trouble? The uniformed guard thing? Changing the application?"


"Yes, sir."


He frowned and leaned forward to peer down at me. So far no one had asked me a question so, for once, I had kept quiet. I had a sinking feeling that it might have been wiser to have let the joint application stay joint.


Another councilman stirred in his seat and leaned forward to peer at me too. "The same one that Rufus George wrote to us about?"


"Yes, sir. Same one." The clerk was positively verbose.


The second councilman shook his head. "Interesting."


The application had required references and Rufus had agreed to be one. I wondered just what Rufus had written. After all he'd gotten me started doing this.


"If he's good enough for Rufus George, he's good enough for me." A councilwoman looked up from the file folder she'd been reading and looked at me over her half-moon glasses. "I move to approve."


The second councilman leaned back. "Second."


The chairman shook his head. "Troublemaker." He leaned back. "Any opposed say 'nay.'" There was silence. "Those for approval say 'aye.'"


Scattered "ayes" were uttered by the council.


Slam. "Approved. Next."
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"So, I got approved all right. Maybe it was the suit. I can pick up my license tomorrow afternoon at city hall." I picked up TB and draped him over my shoulder. He began to purr. "Because mine has to be specially made."








Thursday Morning





The Black was in his carrier nestled in the backseat of my car. He wasn't happy. I could tell because he wasn't suffering in silence. He wasn't suffering at all as far as I could tell. This was the same carrier that he sometimes slept in while it was out, but he didn't care for it once I closed its door while he was in it. And when I put it in the car and we drove off? At least he'd settled down into an angry silence with an occasional mew of protest at any change—whether it was direction, speed, or road surface.


I pulled into The Festival grounds and was surprised to see what it looked like before it had its party face on and all the artists, vendors, and festival-goers descended on it. There were volunteers setting up the festival grounds. Wide pathways had been created over the years and people were raking them smooth, clearing out the underbrush on either side of the paths, repairing fencing, staking out booth locations—so you could see the skeleton, if you will, of The Festival being put together. Tomorrow the bones would be clad in booths and festival goers.


Once paths had been shaped and locations for booths staked out, other volunteers followed along placing trash cans and recycling bins at intersections, between booths, along straightaways, within the food court areas—literally all over the grounds. Festival-goers, vendors, and artists alike always commented on how clean The Festival was. The Festival believed that people would be neat if you gave them a place to put their trash. There were also signs asking people to stay on the paths—"Do not even leave footprints." And every piece of it—from tents to trash receptacles to notepads—everything except the wooden stakes had been labeled Property of The Festival.


Like I said, I've been coming to The Festival for years and have even worked as a volunteer, but that was always while it was going on—not before it opened. I usually parked my car in downtown Archibald and took a shuttle bus to the grounds since traffic was always a mess despite the best efforts of the Archibald police.


I found what looked like a parking spot near the decorative metal gates where the opening and closing ceremonies were held. Originally a simple metal gate, essentially a triangle with parallel horizontal bars for braces, the gate had evolved over the years and was now quite ornate.


Under a tree near the ceremonial gate were two parking spots. The one labeled Director was in full shade; the assistant director's wasn't. I was a little surprised that The Festival went in for perks like that. I had always thought of it as a pretty egalitarian bunch of people. I mean if you think some backwoods, unskilled, untaught sharecropper could make something that you would call art, you have to be pretty open-minded, right? There was a pickup truck parked in the director's slot but the assistant's spot was empty.


The Black had fallen silent as soon as I parked. At this point he must have been wondering where we were. He hadn't been any further from our house than the vet's office since the woman from the humane society had delivered him to his forever home. At which point in time, Tan and I had begun to learn how to live with a cat.


The carrier had a door made out of metal bars spaced about half an inch apart, sides of some kind of plastic with air holes, a solid bottom, and a top that opened—making it easier to get a reluctant cat into it. The top was made out of metal bars too, with a metal handle made out of wire the same thickness as the bars.


I picked up the carrier, noted, not for the first time, that the handle design was flawed—they could have put some cushioning on it—and headed onto The Festival grounds. Stan Dowdy had said he would be shooting around the fortune-teller's tent and I remembered where it had been pitched the last few years. That was one of the good things about The Festival's traditions. Artists' booths were generally in the same location year after year—if the artist was invited back. It was a juried show and competition was pretty stiff, or so I'd been told.


The grounds were essentially an old pine grove that had been surrounded by farm fields before the owner had given the land to the city thirty or forty years ago. The city of Archibald had started turning the cleared land into baseball and soccer fields but hadn't done anything to the grove or the pond that bordered it on one side. It hadn't cost very much to turn a cornfield into a baseball diamond. And the reason the farmer hadn't turned the grove into farmland was that it was too much trouble. The ground wasn't level and the soil—sandy, thin, and rocky—was fine for longleaf pines, brambles, briars, scrub oaks. And for an annual fall festival as it turned out.


I had shifted the carrier from one hand to the other and back again before I saw the tent. I made a mental note to ask the vet just how much weight The Black had gained. Eleanor used to tell me that black was slimming and what was true in basic black dresses apparently was also true in cat fur.


Dot Fields's fortune-telling tent had already been set up. It was an odd kind of tent, octagonal, each side or wall going straight up for seven feet before the sides began to taper and meet in a center peak—basically a cone set on top of a cylinder. Every time I saw it, it made me think of the tent where knights waited between jousts in the Danny Kaye movie Court Jester. Each side was a color of the rainbow—red, orange, yellow, green, blue, indigo, violet, plus black. (There is some mnemonic that's supposed to make it easy to remember the colors of the rainbow, but I can never remember what it is, which makes it, for me, a useless mnemonic.)


Stan and his assistant Paul Simms were already at the tent setting up tripods for cameras and lighting. Whenever anybody asked Stan if he liked reality shows on TV he would lose it—and them—with a comprehensive denouncement of how "unreal" it was that there were never any shadows on the actors' faces no matter what time of day the "real" event was occurring. It was years of doing shoots like this one that added to the intensity of his response.


As I closed in on the tent, I saw that Stan had commandeered a picnic table just outside the entrance to the tent to use during the shoot. Good thinking to shoot outside. It would have been impossible to illuminate the interior of that tent well enough to eliminate shadows and still be able to move around. Not to mention the heat. Wait, Stan was using the new LED lights so it wouldn't be that hot. Not like the old days with incandescent lighting. I reminded myself to try and keep current.


"Yo, Crawford!" Stan had turned around and caught sight of me.


"Hey, Stan, Paul." I put TB's carrier down on the table and proceeded to clench and unclench my hand trying to work the blood back into it. The so-called handle had made a dent in my palm. Why hadn't I used both hands to carry TB? Macho pride? I needed to get over that for my hand's sake.


Stan had been over to the house countless times and was on good terms with The Black. He walked over and looked through the top of TB's carrier. "Hey, TB. Thanks for coming." It was easy to tell that there was an angry cat in the carrier so Stan wisely didn't stick his finger through the wires. The Black was radiating rage. Paul followed Stan over.


Paul had been one of Stan's student assistants before I retired. Stan referred to his students as "minions," fully realizing it made him sound like a B-movie villain. Since my retirement, Paul had been hired on as a full-time employee.


"Wow! What a handsome cat. Is he solid black?"


"Pretty much."


"Aren't you the handsome beast?" Paul continued to talk to TB in the way any cat lover speaks to a cat. "Now I know why Mr. Stan wanted to take your picture—what a great cat. What's his name? TeeBee?"


"His real name is The Black but I call him TB for short." I could tell that Paul was having a calming effect on the cat. Of course, he loved being talked to and told how wonderful he was—he the cat, that is. Although I guess Paul wouldn't have minded some praise himself. I mentally kicked myself.


"Congratulations on getting on the university's payroll. Glad they made you full time. I know Stan's glad to have your help."


Paul looked up from TB's cage and grinned. "He told me that after you retired the department discovered there was a little extra money available for payroll—so thanks for retiring."


I laughed and grinned back at him. "Then it was a win-win situation."


Stan coughed into his hand. "Do you suppose you could let The Black out of the carrier? I really wasn't thinking of pictures of him in a carrier when I came up with this idea for a promotional shot."


"I think Paul may have soothed him down—nothing like compliments to turn a cat's head." I unhooked the top of the carrier and lifted The Black up out of the container. He stiff-armed me when I tried to drape him over my shoulder, so I knew I hadn't been forgiven. I moved the carrier to the side and set the cat down on the table. Paul grabbed the carrier and moved it out of sight of the cameras and I started to stroke The Black's ears.


Stan waved me to one side and I stepped back as he and Paul started shooting. At first The Black just sat on the table, tail wrapped around his feet, then he began to stretch. Maybe he'd felt cramped in the carrier. It wasn't a big picnic table, but it was big enough for a Ouija board or a tarot tableau.


I'd forgotten just how long TB can be when he stretches out.


"That is one big cat," whispered Paul. He let his camera hang around his neck as he stepped back to the video camera that was on a tripod and started filming.


Just then the flap of the tent swung open and Dot Fields, director of The Festival, stumbled out of her tent, staggered several feet, and almost ran into the table.


"Damn that door lip! One of these days I'm going to fall flat on my face." I saw where the floor of the tent was curved up by three or four inches, presumably to keep water from seeping into it. Dot had turned around to glare at the offending tent then turned back to face us.


Tall, heavyset, with her long, black hair in a single braid draped over her shoulder, she was wearing a pair of faded bib overalls and work boots. "Howdee, folks! Sorry about that entrance," she bellowed. She must have been in the tent putting on her gypsy costume, at least that was the only excuse I could come up with for her having a couple of scarves tied around her head, garish earrings dangling from her earlobes, and costume jewelry rings on every finger.


That's right, I reminded myself, Stan was doing promotional pieces for The Festival and Dot, as director, had demanded he include a piece on her fortune-telling tent. The university was going to run the spots on its TV station as part of its ongoing support of The Festival. Stan was trying to give the pieces a Halloween flair to justify highlighting Dot's booth over the others. It was easier to do it that way than to fight with Dot, or so he said. I'd never met her until today.


We humans had all at least seen Dot before, I guess, since none of us reacted to her appearance the way The Black did—or maybe it was just because we'd been taught to try and be polite. Not so the cat.


TB arched his back, every hair standing on end, opened his mouth wide, and hissed at the creature that had appeared before him. I could see the claws extend and contract as he continued to wail at her. I'd seen The Black express his displeasure at other cats and at dogs, but nothing like this. Stan and Paul were falling all over themselves trying to get as many shots as possible. Dot, for her part, stood there looking surprised and, for the first time this morning, not saying anything.


I'd say that Stan got the shot he was looking for.
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Dot took a half step back. "My," she said. "Animals always love me." For a brief moment Dot seemed to be uncertain, then she began to bluster. "Oh, she must smell the snake. That's what it is. Dogs and cats always love me!"


The human's step back had broken the confrontation as far as The Black was concerned and he had won. He sat on the table and began to vigorously wash himself. The human had flinched and he was willing to leave it at that. I stepped back up to the table and scratched him behind the ears. I didn't want TB to bolt or to attack Dot though I'm not sure what I thought I could have done about it if he'd tried. "He's a he. The cat that is."


"What's that about a snake?" Stan, having captured The Black in full fury, was trying to smooth things over as usual. I bet that was just the shot he was hoping to get—not with Dot in it, mind you, just the classic Halloween black cat.


"All cats are female."


Dot had returned to what appeared to be her normal behavior—full bluster. I've had other people tell me the same thing—or that all dogs are male—and it never bothered me. In fact, some of the people are dear friends. In this case, all I can say is that Dot had a way with her.


"Well, this one isn't." I picked up The Black, draped him over my right shoulder, then turned so he could keep an eye on Dot as I talked to Stan.


"You got all you need?"


Stan hesitated and Dot broke in. "You must get a picture of the cat with our snake! It will be like one of those animal pictures on the Internet that everybody loves! It won't take long. Coba should be here any minute."


I had my own idea of how The Black was going to react to a snake and I wasn't sure we'd want to post it on the Internet.


"Coba?" I looked at Stan.


"Coba Boucher—the assistant director of The Festival."


"My current assistant," added Dot. "Who won't be my assistant for long if she keeps me waiting. You must be that Craw-ferd fella, the one with the cat Stan told me about."


"Crawford." Stan corrected Dot and then pointed down the path at a figure walking our way carrying a box in both hands. At least she had sense enough to use both hands.
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As I watched her approach, I realized how little I knew about the workings of The Festival. And having finally met Dot Fields, I was not inclined to learn about it from her. The Black began to purr quietly as I continued to scratch his ears. Maybe he was ready to forgive me for this escapade.


Dot began to harangue her assistant even before the young lady got to the tent. I tried not to pay attention. Dot's management style reminded me of my late boss's: berate in public, praise in private. It wasn't a particularly successful approach when Dr. Sean Thomas used it on me and I doubted it was working any better with this Coba woman. Despite Dot's loud complaints about how slowly Coba was walking I didn't see any increase in her assistant's speed.


From a distance, she looked pleasant enough. Short, petite; blond hair cut to frame her face; not much tan, suggesting she paid more attention to health warnings than to fashion. She was wearing the volunteers' uniform of the day—jeans and a Festival T-shirt. In her arms was a rectangular box covered with some kind of cloth.


When Coba got close enough to be heard, she spoke. "I'm trying not to disturb the snake, Dot." Her tone was matter-of-fact. She must be used to Dot and Dot's tongue lashings. It's a shame any employee has to get used to that kind of behavior. "By the way, I brought your bag. You must have picked up mine by mistake."


"It was hardly my mistake. They look the same." Dot pointed at the tent. "Yours is in there."


Coba was carrying a large carpetbag, its rope handles draped over one shoulder. "They're identical and reversible." Her voice was quiet. "I try to change which side is out when I notice that you've changed yours. I must have—"


"Never mind. Just put the snake down on the table. Why do you have that cover on the cage?"


Coba kept on in her quiet little voice. "You know this has to be disorienting to the poor thing. I read somewhere that they don't like to be moved. That's why I've got the cover on the cage. It's just gotten used to being at the office downtown."


As she went to put the box down on the table, I stepped back making sure I had as good a grip on TB as possible. If I hold him too close, he struggles to get loose. There was something about her accent that made me think she wasn't from around here. Coba Boucher? Is that what Stan had said? Boucher? Maybe Dutch? German?


Dot snorted. "Silly girl. Since when do you know anything worthwhile about snakes?" With that Dot jerked the cloth off the box, revealing it as a snake cage. It was made out of clear plastic with a metal top that looked similar to TB's carrier. The bottom of the box was filled with an inch or so of some brown mulch—bark maybe. I didn't see a snake, but there was a small boxlike thing in the cage that looked like a snake could be hiding under it. I didn't get a good look at it because Dot snapped open the top, stuck her hand in the cage, flipped the box over, grabbed whatever was hiding there, and pulled it out.


Coba made a half-hearted gesture as if to protest Dot's actions but didn't speak. I recognized the signs. Why speak up? Dot wasn't going to pay any attention anyway.


Dot had grabbed the snake somewhere about the middle of its length and either end of it had begun to writhe—trying to find something to hold. Before it could find anything, she put it on the back of her neck, head draped down one side, tail on the other. The snake continued to writhe, twisting its body into coils and wrapping part of itself around Dot's braid of hair. It, the snake, not Dot's hair, was red fading to orange with square blotches on its back. The belly, when you could see it, was checkered with white and black markings. It must have been a yard long.


"That's a beautiful snake! What kind is it?" Stan looked at Dot then Coba.


Coba spoke softly. "It's a corn snake." She looked over at me, wondering, I suppose, what I was doing there. A closer look and her features seemed a little pinched, eyes too close together, and I wasn't quite sure how I felt about her stare. If she'd been staring at my cat it would have been different. TB was beginning to get restless. I could feel him starting to squirm.


"You a city boy, Stan Dowdy? What's the matter, you never go out to the corn crib and find a snake in it? Growing up on a farm like I did, you learn how to handle life. Reach out and grip it with both hands." Dot shrugged her shoulders and the snake seemed to settle down. Its tail was wrapped under and around one of the straps that held up the bib of her overalls while, on the other side, its head had lifted up and it was tasting the air with its tongue. "It's a corn snake and a mighty fine one at that, if I do say so myself. Right 'purty' as we say in the country."


Stan laughed. "Can't say I even know what a corn crib is, much less what I'd find in one. I would have guessed it was some place, other than the refrigerator, where you kept corn, not snakes. I can see where you wouldn't want a snake where you expected corn."


Stan had an amazing ability to put up with all sorts of characters while he was on a shoot. And, because he could deal with them, he got footage that no one else could have gotten. Like now.
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I was ready to pack up and leave. I circled around the table to where Paul had put TB's carrier on the ground. Paul kept on shooting. Stan was going to have plenty of footage on which to work his editorial genius. Heck, from all the footage of the snake he was getting he'd be able to do a one-snake documentary.


Dot guffawed, laughing at Stan's expense. "That's rich, city boy! The thing is you'd rather see a snake than the rat it just ate! A snake in the corn crib is good news for the farmer. That's why I decided The Festival needed snakes!"


I thought to myself that better news for the farmer would be nothing but corn in the crib. Coba was watching me as I edged toward TB's carrier. When she saw what I was trying to do, she jerked forward with a start, grabbed TB's carrier, and put it back on the table.


"Thanks. Would you open the top, please?" She did so without a word and I slipped TB in and latched the carrier. It had been so easy that I suspected my cat was ready to leave. I know I was.


"The Festival needs snakes?" Stan was moving around with his camera, getting close-up shots of the corn snake. Paul continued to operate the video camera.


"Its offices and gift shop do! Ever since that new store, the Bird House, opened up next door to The Festival gift shop we've been having problems with mice and rats."


The Festival's year-round office and gift shop were located in the old downtown section of Archibald built when merchants and residents alike depended on the river, instead of highways, for interstate traffic. Archibald's historic downtown had been in a decline ever since the drawbridge across the river to Shelbyville had been replaced with an overpass bridge that encouraged shoppers to bypass Archibald and Shelbyville and go shopping in the malls.


Historic downtown Archibald had been fighting for survival for more than thirty years. The Festival was part of the battle and as it had become increasingly successful the nature of a small southern downtown had changed from auto parts stores, barber shops, shoe stores, haberdasheries, ladies clothing, jewelry stores, and mom-and-pop grocery stores to antique stores, artists' galleries, boutiques, health food stores—the specialty stores that changed with the fads of the boomer generation. The newest was the Bird House. It sold bird feeders, bird baths, lawn ornaments, and bird seed to the growing generation of bird-watchers. Nothing the store sold was less than first class—even the bird seed was mixed especially for the climate and was species-specific to the area.


"Oh, we're glad to have them as neighbors—don't get me wrong—better to have a store next door than an empty building. Still the bird seed that's 'specially mixed to attract our feathered friends' does a hell of a job attracting rodents too! Of course," Dot leaned back and tucked her thumbs under the straps of her overalls, "growing up on a farm like I did, I knew just what to do." She nodded, clearly hugely satisfied with herself.


I glanced over at Coba and saw the almost imperceptible shake of her head and wondered what it was about.


Dot went on. "I was going to put out mouse traps, but this one's too squeamish for that. Can't kill anything, even a mouse. You can tell Coba wasn't raised on a farm."


Uh-huh, I thought to myself, that's what Coba's look was about. She knew what was coming.


"Oh don't kill it, Dot." Dot imitated Coba's voice in a squeaky falsetto. "Don't kill this. Don't kill that. Why the silly twit won't even step on a roach."


She gave up on her falsetto and glared at Coba who didn't say a word.


"So what did you do about the mice, Dot?" Stan has way more patience than I do.


Dot turned away from Coba and back to Stan. "Snakes. Can't depend on cats—some are good mousers, some not. But snakes, snakes you can depend on for rodent control. I had Coba here get us some snakes to let loose and, sure enough, problem solved. This one," she patted the snake that was around her neck, "was just too pretty. Made this one the official pet snake of The Festival. Keep it in a cage at the office."


"Stan." I jumped into the conversation when Dot took one of her infrequent pauses for breath. "If you've got the shots you wanted with the cat, I'll be heading on." I nodded my head encouragingly at my friend and grabbed the handle of TB's carrier. A little of Dot Fields went a long way.


Dot jumped back in before Stan could speak. "No, no! I want some pictures of my fortune-telling tent and a black cat! That's why I wanted Dowdy to find a black cat we could use in the pictures. The snake handling is just a new wrinkle I'm trying out this year. The fortune-telling is the big thing."
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"See!" She pointed at the tent. "I had some volunteers set it up for me, but when I was doing the circuit I used to pitch it all by myself all the time."


Stan, Paul, and I turned our attention to the tent with slogans painted across its brightly colored panels—all about seeing the future, hearing the past, knowing the unknown. At the very least it was colorful. I was impressed with the tent underneath the decorations but skeptical as to anybody's ability to put it up singlehandedly. The tent was designed with a floor attached, so the sides were zipped to it—great for keeping water and cold air out, crawly critters too for that matter. There wasn't much chance of extremely cold air this weekend—or rain, though The Festival had survived both.


There were two entrances—sort of front and back doors. The front entrance faced the path; the back door, the park grounds. It was a sensible arrangement. Dot could slip in the back door, put on her fortune-telling clothes, set up the crystal ball or other props, then open the front flap for business.


She opened it now and gestured for us to enter. Stan glanced over to Paul and ran his forefinger across his neck. Paul stepped back from the camera tripod, looked at the tent and then back to Stan. Stan shook his head no. I was interested to see that they practiced sound stage discipline even when no audio was being recorded. Or were they recording sound? The cameras did have built in microphones—I think all of them do now.


I think Stan knew that looking at the inside of the tent was a waste of time, but he went anyway. He knows how to work the customer. I followed them in since I'd never seen the inside of a fortune-teller's tent. I peered around at the dim interior. In the middle of the tent was an eight-sided table covered with a black cloth that must have been sprinkled with glitter. In the middle of the table was a large cloth bag or purse. On either side were two metal folding chairs—one with a cushion, which must be Dot's. A narrow rectangular table was set against one wall. It held a couple of electric candles and an incense stand. Stacked beneath were what looked to be supplies—a small medical kit, some kind of metal screen, incense, lighters, batteries, light bulbs, tissues, and the ubiquitous water bottles. I'm old enough to remember when water didn't come in bottles, but that's another story.


"I've got a tablecloth that will cover up the stuff beneath it." Dot waved in the direction of the rectangular table. "I'm planning on putting the snake cage on top, and this time," Dot raised her voice so that everybody standing outside could hear, "this time we're not leaving that silly hide box in the cage. I don't care if the snake does like to hide. I want the customers to be able to see the snake." She rolled her eyes and muttered, "Coba's always worried about upsetting the snake—makes me tired."


Neither Stan nor I responded. Tired can run both ways.


Dot reached into the bag on the table and started pulling things out of it—a crystal ball, tarot cards, and a Ouija board with it's what-do-you-call-it-pointer-thing—right, a planchette. "What do you think, Stan? Should we just shoot the crystal ball or add a tarot tableau?"


I glanced around the rest of the tent and saw what I thought was a golf club leaning up against the back door. Puzzled at what a fortune-teller would be doing with a golf club, I picked it up and realized that while the shaft was the same, no golfer was going to want to try and hit a golf ball with just a curved metal strip. It was a snake stick. The kind professionals—and serious amateurs—use to deal with snakes.


"Wow, look at this. You really are serious about snake-handling!" I hadn't said much since my attempt to leave had been thwarted, just a few murmurs about how nice the tent looked.


"That thing! Huh, that's just Coba not wanting to get her hands dirty. I'd never use a thing like that. I catch them with my hands. That's what growing up in the country will do for you."


As I replaced the snake stick, I noticed another metal pole in the corner. This one had a handle grip that could be squeezed and released to open or close a pair of tongs at the other end. Looked like something else Coba used for handling snakes but I decided not to ask.


Stan, meanwhile, responded to Dot's earlier question. "Inside the tent?" He shook his head in that manner experts employ when they want to disabuse novices of foolish choices while not hurting their feelings. "I'm worried about the lighting, we didn't bring any portable lights and without them, inside shots aren't going to work."


"Electric candles don't throw off enough light, huh?" Dot grimaced. "Those were purchased because they were the closest thing I could find to actual candlelight. Fire marshal won't let me use candles and you can't tell a good fortune in a hospital operating room." She shrugged her shoulders. "So much for that idea—and it was such a good one, too. Let's see. What else do we need. Oh, that's right." Dot led us out of the tent. I had the sinking sensation that we were going to pursue the corn-snake-meets-cat idea, but I certainly wasn't going to mention it. Maybe she had forgotten.
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Coba was standing a few feet away from the tent talking to a man I recognized—one of the top network guys out at the university. What was he doing here? Right—the university, through the Department of Technology, provides a wireless network every year just for The Festival—actually, two networks. One for the general public, the other just for vendors, artists, suppliers, and staff. It started out as a way for vendors to process credit card transactions, but, like so many things, technology was being used in ways no one had anticipated. Let's just say that everybody was thrilled with Internet access.


Standing behind the guy I knew—drat, I still couldn't remember his name—was another volunteer. I thought back and realized I'd noticed but not really processed the fact that a stream of workers had come up, talked to Coba, and then gone away. Volunteers looking for instructions—are we doing this like last year or not? Dot could go and work her fortune-telling booth because between the volunteers and Coba, The Festival ran itself.


"We've got shots of the outside of the tent and the black cat. We just need some more of you and the snake and I'll have everything I need for the promotional shots." Stan glanced in my direction and winked. "I think we can send the cat on his way."


I took the hint, headed for the table, and started to pick up the carrier, using both hands this time. As I lifted the cage, The Black made a sound—one I wasn't familiar with. Putting the box back on the table I peered in, trying to see if anything was wrong. Do you know how hard it is to see a black cat inside a cat carrier that's in the shadows?


Dot was yapping something about what an opportunity we were missing. I think she even called it a "photo op."


I opened up the case, reached in, pulled The Black back out, and put him on the table. He stared straight at the corn snake as it moved around on Dot's shoulders. It had been circling Dot's hair braid like it was a braid on top of hers; now it started to wind down her left arm, headfirst, leaving a few diminishing coils of tail on the braid.


My cat's eyes were locked on the snake's head as it lifted off of Dot's arm and turned in his direction. The snake began to taste the air with its tongue. TB was standing on the table as the snake lifted its head higher and higher. I had my hand on his back in case he made a break for it, but he was clearly fascinated by the snake. I looked from cat to snake and back again. They seemed hypnotized, eyes locked on each other.


"Look! Just as I said!" I hated the thought but it did seem that Dot might have been right about the photo. Snake and cat had obviously noticed each other, and there might have been a chance of capturing a truly memorable photo. Patience, however, was yet another virtue that Dot did not possess. She stuck her left arm, snake and all, out at The Black. The snake had wrapped itself around her arm at the elbow. To get the animals close, Dot's hand ended up in the cat's face. The Black decided that Dot had once again invaded his personal space.


Maybe Dot had forgotten The Black's earlier reaction. Maybe she thought The Black was harmless. Maybe she thought her flesh was sacred. Whatever maybe she used to explain her action, it was wrong.


I would have to watch the video in slow motion to know exactly what TB did to Dot. A mixture of teeth and claws I imagine. I didn't think there would have been that much blood if he'd just used his claws. The snake wasn't harmed. Dot's left hand, on the other hand—if you will—wasn't so lucky. Fortunately when she jerked it back, The Black let go. Watching the blood run down Dot's arm, I made a mental note to have the vet clip TB's claws.


While all the commotion was going on—Dot demanding and getting attention—I picked up TB and put him in his carrier. He didn't resist. In fact, he was quite calm. I think he thought he'd made his point.
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Fortunately, the emergency medical technicians who were going to be on duty during the three days of The Festival were on site and quick to respond. Dot was taking blood thinners so the damage the scratches had done wasn't as extensive as it had seemed.


I carried The Black back to my car. Once we were on our way, TB reminded me that he didn't care for riding in an automobile. I was tempted to forgo the vet visit but, in the end, decided to get it over with. Both of us wanted to put the carrier away once we got home.
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As it turned out, late Thursday morning is a good time to take your pets to the vet—on that Thursday, anyway. There was no waiting, so we were in and out quickly. The Black got his shots, a clean bill of health, claws trimmed, and fawned over by the new assistant who couldn't have been more smitten. I tried to point out to TB that she probably said things like that to all the cats but he was sulking in his carrier and didn't respond.


Mary's car was at the top of the driveway so I pulled into the carport so as not to block her in. Thursday was her day to clean but I'd left before she'd arrived this morning. I wondered what she was going to fuss at me about today. Ever since Eleanor, my wife, died five years ago, Mary felt she was responsible for nagging me. Truthfully, I'd needed it at first. Now I think it was just habit.


"Hey, Mary, we're back!" I shouted as I entered the kitchen from the carport. I set the carrier down, opened the front door, and The Black sauntered out—showing me that he wasn't in a hurry to exit. Holding his tail straight up he walked out of the kitchen into the den and disappeared from sight. He hadn't even checked to see if there was food and water. Yep, he was mad at me.


I went through the den to the screen porch to let Tan back in the house. She only wanted in because I'd come home, which meant she was now on the wrong side of the door. I'd been to unfamiliar places and carried their scent with me so Tan had to sniff me over. With Tan sniffing away at my feet and pants legs, I headed back to the kitchen.


Just as I got there, Mary walked up the stairs from my basement office, mop and bucket in hand. It must have been time to mop something downstairs. Not for the first time, I idly wondered how she decided what needed cleaning when. I knew if I asked she'd try to explain it to me but I also knew it was hopeless so I didn't.


"You need to clear off that thing you call your desk so I can clean it. There's so much stuff on it that I can't see the dust I know is there."


"Okay." I made a mental note of it since the fact that my desk was covered in paper notes was the cause of the problem. Wait, hadn't I decided to give up on mental notes? I picked up my cell phone and added a reminder to my electronic list. Hmmm. I needed to remember to check it more often.


"And how're you doing? You and Levi ready for The Festival?"


Mary and her husband, Levi, sang in their church choir, which performed at The Festival once it had turned Sunday into gospel music day. Mary walked past me to the laundry room, where the mop and bucket lived when they weren't in use, and disappeared from my sight. "Levi's in good voice and I guess I'll do. Sometimes I wonder about missing church to go sing with the choir. Still, if the preacher's okay with it, who am I to say?"


"Audience is bigger at The Festival than it is at your church."


"If we're singing to praise the Lord and not glorify ourselves, why do we care how many people are in the audience?"


I'd been sort of half paying attention to the conversation while thinking about what to have for lunch. That got my full attention. I walked into the laundry room and found Mary folding clothes on the ironing board.


Being totally unequipped to handle a crisis of faith, I tried to sound supportive. "Maybe it's a good thing to bring to so many people the pleasure of listening to you sing?" It was weak but it was the best I could do. Mary took pity on me and changed the subject.


"Where did you and The Black go this morning? I missed him helping me change the sheets."


"It was time for his annual shots so we went to the veterinarian's via The Festival."


"The Festival? Sunday's Pet Day. The Festival's not even open until tomorrow. What are you doing taking The Black out there? I thought he got mad enough at you when you took him to the vet's."


I shrugged my shoulders. "I knew he was going to be mad at me anyway, what with the vet visit, and Stan needed a model for some Halloween shots he was doing for The Festival."


"For The Festival?" Mary sounded skeptical. She put the folded clothes on the washing machine and collapsed the ironing board so she could put it away. The laundry room wasn't large enough to leave it set up and still be able to use the back door or get to the freezer.


Mary headed back to the kitchen and I followed. "Well, as Stan explained it, Dot thought publicity for her fortune-telling was the same as publicity for The Festival.


"Oh."


The almost silent sniff Mary gave at the mention of Dot Fields was indicative of her high regard for the director of The Festival. I remembered something about how Mary had represented the choir in dealings with The Festival one year and hadn't ever since.


"Yeah. I got to meet Dot Fields for the first time today." I thought for a second. "Somehow she managed to mispronounce my name. Anyway, I didn't introduce her to The Black and she never introduced her snake."


"She got a snake now? At The Festival?"


I nodded.


"Levi will want to see it. What kind of snake she got?"


"Levi likes snakes? I didn't know that."


"He's taken up studying them, but not because he likes them. He's been scared of them all his life and then one day he decided he was too old to be scared of snakes. Says learning about them makes it better."


"It's a corn snake and she's keeping it in her fortune-telling tent. I'll see if I can arrange for Levi to see it. I'll have to get Stan to set it up. Don't imagine she'll be doing me any favors."


"How's that?"


"Oh, she had a run-in with The Black. She stuck her hand in his face and he took exception." I shook my head. "The EMTs didn't think she'd need stitches."


"The Black?" Mary smiled. "Got to love that cat."


As if on cue, The Black strolled into the kitchen, walked up to Mary, and began to rub up against her legs. As far as the cat was concerned, I didn't exist.


"Did you scratch that director woman, TB? You shouldn't have done that. You know that, right?" Mary reached down to pet the cat. "If I had a treat to give you, you'd be getting one."


"Doesn't sound like you care much for Dot Fields."


"Two-faced." Mary picked up the cookie jar that sat on the small table beside the door to the carport and got her cash out. After Eleanor died, I started leaving cash in the jar for the times I'd forget Mary was coming or forget to buy the cleaning supplies that she'd bought out of her own pocket since I'd forgotten to go shopping.


"How's that?"


"The woman is two-faced. Sweet as she can be to the rich folk; mean as a snake to those not so lucky." Mary shook herself
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