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INTRODUCTION
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The love of money is the root of all evil.

1 Timothy, VI, 7.

Jay, Florida is a real place. Oil was discovered here in 1970. The Jay Oilfield has approximately 67 oil wells - eleven within the town limits. Royalties from the oil have exceeded $400 million that funded a new city hall, fire department and recreation complex. This small Santa Rosa county town currently only has around 533 people living within its 1.6 square miles city limits. – From Wikipedia - https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Jay,_Florida

The town also has their very own website if you are interested in reading more about the area and what it has to offer today. - https://www.townofjayfl.com/
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Dramatis Personae
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Mary Celia Diamond - newly orphaned heroine called back to Jay, Florida.

Stephen Gold - Mary Celia's Fiancée who is a State University Professor and art historian.

Elizabeth (Beth) - owner of Beth's Beauty Shop and Mary’s oldest friend

Vance Marcil Bruten – The Oil Man who teaches Mary about the oil in Jay.

Barbara and Butch - Mary's cousin who inherited all of the Diamond’s Fortune

Claudine – Caretaker and Cook at the Diamond Family Home

Tom - Claudine's husband and the Diamonds Handyman, Gardener
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CHAPTER ONE


[image: image]


I met a man named Vance last night. Oil trash as they call it around here, with a new foreign sophistication. June 1

All day I've dreaded this moment. It's jarred like gaining shocking insight into a familiar character. Catching mirror glimpses revealing a stranger and you stare, searching to find the old you. Wondering about the impression you make on others. How you appear to them?

I have my life organized. I know where I'm going. I don’t want last night. Don't need it and won't let it disturb me. Everything is planned. Although Stephen and I haven't yet made our formal announcement, I know how it’ll be. See it as clear as if it were happening now. Marriage. Children A calm, orderly and happy life. I'm probably exaggerating last night anyway. It's the shock of returning to this jerk-water home town in the forgotten back of nowhere and finding it the oil capital of the United States. I have to keep reminding myself that these are modern times. It’s the 1970s, for heaven’s sake.

The world is changing. Who could have ever dreamed?

Jay, Florida. A small sleepy farming town of six hundred in the panhandle of Florida, thirty miles from Pensacola, out in the lost reaches of the boondocks. No one could have predicted it. I look out my window now at that iron, science-fiction creation holding back the oil they call a "Christmas tree" and I still don't believe it. I examine the April 1971 check from Champion Oil Company for two thousand three hundred and forty-two dollars and thirty-three cents. I can’t trust this money is real. Every month, they say. Frequently more.

Jay, that's a crazy name for a town anyway. Jay, the home of the largest oil strike in the 1970s in the continental United States. Jay, sitting smack on top of a two by three-mile pool of oil that’s thirteen thousand feet below this beautiful rich farm land. It's incredible. Mother kept sending newspaper clippings and writing me about the oil, changes, fights, and her favorite ... the obituaries. But somehow the oil strike and all the commotion was never real.

I’d left this town forever. None of that oil stuff affected me. Interesting to read about, but it wasn't my concern.

Mother is dead. Unexpectedly. I'm the oldest child left in limbo by an ancient, outdated will. I’m here only to clear up loose ends. Get out of this town quick. Last night at the party old friends and neighbors came alive as people. And I met a man named Vance last night. Oil trash as they call them around here, with a new foreign sophistication. Vance Marcil Bruten. I must be careful, or I will be involved.

But I'm exaggerating the whole thing. I am careful and organized. I've taught myself how. Step-by-step, a little at a time, taking heartbreaking setbacks. I've worked so hard to earn my happy life. I'll only be in Jay two weeks, a month at most. Then I’ll rush back to Stephen. Away from this horrible reminder of my ghastly childhood. I'll forget this frantic oil hysteria. Oil checks from Champion can go straight into my savings account for our future children's college education. As a treat every year Stephen and I will plan an extra special vacation.

I wasn't always this organized. In fact, you could say I didn’t have it together at all. That I was miserably unhappy. You could observe that I lived in chaos. A nightmare of ill-matched parents who vacillated their child rearing practices between total neglect and a pathological smothering concern that left me no secrets, no place to hide.

That's why I started keeping this diary. I needed a place of my very own where yesterday's truth would remain today's reality and tomorrow's fixed fact. There was no substantial rock in my environment. So, I gradually created my own.

These diaries. My secret diaries, where private forbidden ideas could be expressed, and romantic castles built. Where I could be me. Be the inside person I knew existed somewhere underneath the deformed exterior.

For I was that worst of all possible creatures - an ugly female child growing up in a painfully small, religious, southern town. To lend an extra complication of interest, I grew up with a beautiful mother. A charming, spoiled, selfish, empty-headed southern belle who played her role right up to the hilt.

But I mustn't be unkind or bitter or unfair. Mother was the unenviable product of her training and rigid southern upbringing. Anyway, we long ago came to terms and worked out our own understanding. And thank all the gods, somehow managed to forgive each other before she died. Otherwise, I simply couldn't bear it now.

Today I keep losing my train of thought. Usually, I'm much more organized. With all this remembering, I'm putting off telling about last night. Don't want to face it. Don't want to think about that arrogant, rude, insufferable Vance Bruten. He acts like he owns the world just because he knows something about oil wells. Lean and mean. That's what he called himself, “lean and mean.” Well, it fits him, all right. But it's the arrogance I can't stand. That predatory, confident, watchful look, gleaming from his eyes. Like an animal in the prime of its life. A soaring eagle that knows from successful experience precisely how to calculate, dive and kill. He wastes no motion, wastes no energy. Just takes what he wants. Hard and contained and deadly.

Well, I'm certainly letting my imagination run away with me. So I met an arrogant man. So what. I've met plenty of arrogant men who think every woman in sight is just dying to fall into their fickle arms. I've met his sort before, and I don't like them.

Stephen is my kind of man. A real man. Kind and gentle and intelligent. And successful too. He's figured out the important things in life. And he is maneuvering so he gets them. I admire and respect him and I'm glad he's asked me to marry him. I intend to inventory this house I always thought was mine, make necessary decisions about the oil, and leave Jay in the next minute.

Barbara and Butch will have to go along with me or I'll contest that crazy will of mother's. I left Jay before, and good things happened. I won’t have regrets about leaving again. That’s settled. Finish my work and leave.

Actually, the party last night was great fun. Interesting. I haven't been to a party like that in simply years. Or maybe never.

I'd forgotten how they do things here in Jay. I was at the beauty parlor. Beth's Beauty Shop. Owned by a striking blonde that completely overshadows the girl friend I grew up with. Only her beautiful dark-lashed blue eyes were the same. Surely, I can be forgiven for making the casual observation that this tiny town has three beauty shops and no library. But that's the southern emphasis on beautiful women. The thing that nearly destroyed me as a child. But anyway, there I was at Beth's Beauty Shop, knowing full well that everyone was simply dying of curiosity,

They knew I was back in town. My conniving cousins, Barbara and Butch, or B & B as I call them, would have seen to that. Beth and all the plump lady customers rushing to say hello were bursting at every manicured pore to ask me about my nose.

Ask about my mother. About the oil, the old will that's left everything to Barbara and Butch. And to ask about this antiquated old house that should have become mine. I know my father wanted me to have it.

But, more than anything, I knew they were curious about my nose. Absolutely exploding with curiosity to learn how this insecure, ugly duckling had arrived at being a confident, attractive woman. And much, much, too polite to allow the natural questions to flow out. Only the bright inquisitive eyes stabbed their interrogation.

On the surface all was polite, sweetness and light. “My, aren't we glad to see you, Mary Celia." "My, don't you look well, Mary Celia," and "Won't you please have a Coke?" Yet always their cold eyes were darting and asking. It gave me a perverse joy to ignore these unspoken pleas. And, I suppose, too, I must admit I found a strange, unexpected pleasure in their familiar, time-honored behavior.

It was a ritual. A southern ritual, as rigid and unyielding and prescribed as any tea ceremony. Yet, underneath the avid curiosity, I felt they really were glad to welcome me back. Were sincerely interested in me as a person. It was pleasant, comforting, to feel this individual concerned interest after living so long in the impersonal city.

"Mary Celia,' Beth had said, her hands swiftly buzzing about my head, still hot from a thirty-minute session under the dryer. Expertly she grabbed clips and rollers from my hair, saying, "I was wondering if you’d like to come by the house tonight for cold cuts and then later walk over to a party with us?"

I hesitated a moment while proprieties and memories danced in my mind.

Mourning was out of fashion and besides everyone knew how mother had treated me. No secrets in a small town. I knew people were speculating like mad since her death three months ago. No, I couldn't be hypocritical. Even after all these years, the tragic long-ago death of my father caused me a hundred times more regret and true sorrow. Mother had chosen not to love me; it was no wonder after a time I came to reciprocate her negative feelings.

Other parties in Jay flitted across my mind. Happy gatherings to which I’d not received invitations. And from somewhere tumbled the odd notion that by accepting I could escape spending the evening alone trapped in my old house. An unwilling prisoner of the memories it held. The secrets. "Yes," I said quickly "cold cuts and a party sound nice. What time should I arrive?"

I was excited dressing for the party. Apprehensive though. And somehow strangely shy. I knew many local people would feel I’d done wrong, sinned as it were, to have plastic surgery on my nose.

"You shouldn’t interfere with the handiwork of God, Mary Celia." I can still hear pious old Mrs. Miller, waggling her weak chin with three long black hairs sprouting from a brown mole. "It’s the will of God," she told my father, "you shouldn't interfere with the will of divine providence."

"Perhaps you're right," my father had said. But I knew differently. He’d told me about the specialist in Birmingham. Then father died before putting his plan into motion. How would people treat me now that I’d carried out my father's plans?

A feverish, childlike exuberance first impressed me about the party last night. A heedless, willful, naughty kind of gaiety, as though some mildly illegal activity was happening. Today, when I think of last night, I think of a charade. Think of Mardi Gras balls with people wearing masks. Think of the dancing French nobility waltzing on the bloody dawn of their revolution. Waltzing and smiling and laughing too loud, never knowing that tomorrow it would be their pretty little necks feeling the cold edge of a rushing guillotine.

Last night for no reason at all, I felt like I was facing a guillotine. Suddenly at Beth’s, I didn't want to go to the party. But in another way, I did. The mixed feelings gradually seeped into consciousness.

I’d spent extra minutes luxuriously soaking in jasmine bath salts in the huge lion pawed bathtub.

"Now Miss Celia, don't be stubborn," Claudine said, standing in the bathroom door with the ease of someone who’d known me forever. She shifted the thick stack of sun-dried towels, deftly putting them on the low shelf. Then she quickly exchanged the hanging blue bath towels, putting a fresh one at my fingertips.

"Claudine, you shouldn't spoil me," I smiled.

She sniffed, not one tendril of hair escaping from the screwed-up bun on top of her freckle-faced head.

"Somebody around here had to," she aimed a direct stare straight into my face.

As I quickly looked away, I saw a flashing vision of my life in this house after that strange birthday present in my twelfth year. They’d never been my brother and sister. Claudine knew that as well as I did. She knew father’s untimely death left me alone in enemy territory. My father hadn’t always been successful, but he’d tried to shield me.

As if reading my mind Claudine continued without pausing, "You can never tell what tricks that pair can dream up. Besides, it's not safe for you alone in this old house. You don’t realize the change. The oil’s brought riffraff. The smell of money brings out the jackals. Don't spend the night here by yourself. If you won't let me stay again tonight, even though I know Tom wouldn't mind, then at least drive to Milton and get a motel. You'll be safe there."

I wondered at the frustration shrilling in her tones. This wasn't like her.

"No, Claudine," I said quietly. "I won't be driven from my own home - before I have to leave it forever. The will has left them everything," I said fiercely. "But it's not theirs until it's official. And until it is official, I'm staying right here," I strongly protested. Illogically, irrationally I knew I must stay put in my father's house.

"I might have known," Claudine said resignedly. "I'll be over in the morning at eight o'clock." As she turned to leave, "Enjoy yourself at the party," came floating behind her trailing footsteps.

Claudine’s concern surprised me. Her leaving so abruptly. I’d been counting on her to advise me on party wear for the newly rich Jay. Now I’d have to decide by myself. The house lay suddenly quiet. Except for me, this immense old two-storied house was empty of human life. My heart pounded faster. I was all alone. Was this what I had wanted?

Not stopping to think, I grabbed the blue towel, burying my face in its clear sweet perfume. The gleaming southern sun was tantalizingly trapped in its soft warm depths.

Claudine must have just brought it in from the clothesline tightly stretched between two shady water oak trees in the back yard. I’d forgotten the joy of clothes freshly dried by the natural sun. Plastic manufactured heat from the electric dryer in the crowded city had all unknowingly become my way of life.

Wrapping the enveloping blue towel around me, I fastened it with a secure tuck over my breasts. It would stay if I didn't make any energetic movements. My few dresses, slacks and blouses were forlornly huddled in one corner of the spacious walk- in cedar-lined closet. Grandpa Diamond may have been a bit of a scoundrel with his timber holdings, but I had to admit he certainly placed his priorities in the right order with luxurious lion-clawed bathtubs and fragrant over-generous closets.

I spread out two possible outfits on the stitched patchwork coverlet, not seeing its familiar beauty. Tamar, my cross-eyed, blue-eyed, goateed Siamese cat got up with a disdainful attitude and walked out. The unusual tuft of small hairs under her chin gave her a rakish air. I’d disturbed her nap and anyway she was getting over being angry because I’d left her for so long.

Suddenly I had to smile at myself. All along I’d been seeing this necessary visit to Jay as a distasteful duty. I told Stephen I hated the place and the people. That I didn't care if the will could be fought, I only wanted to be free of any clinging traces of the past.

Why, then, had I packed two party outfits for Jay? An unedited part of me had known there’d be party invitations. That part wanted to show this hick town. Wanted to return triumphal to the scene of my unhappiness. Wanted to rub it in their shallow faces that I was happy, successful, attractive and getting along quite well without them.

Was I trying to prove something? Well then, let's do a good job of it, I told myself, rejecting the turquoise jersey with its white halter top. The evenings here were cool, and removing its concealing long-sleeved jacket might not be appropriate. I wanted to show off the skin-hugging silver lame pantsuit with its jangle of silver and pearl necklaces and silver sandals would better project my defiant image of sexy elegance. That's what I suddenly wanted. This was no time to worry about being overdressed.

Thirty minutes later, giving myself a final survey in the mirror, I was satisfied with my creation. All this unaccustomed fussing with clothes and hair was fun, but it certainly took time.

This young woman looked as if she had always lived in the sunshine of effortless popularity. Her blonde hair shone and the sparkle in her brown eyes said she could handle anything. The chosen nose, narrowly aristocratic, even held a hint of haughtiness that was denied by curving high cheekbones and full rich lips. I liked the way her blonde hair caught the silver highlights.

As I turned slowly for a sideways view, I happily felt every sacrifice was worth it: the week of not being able to eat solid food because of the operation, the exercise program so the rest of me would be worthy of my new nose, and lately each foregone chocolate chip cookie.

My heart stopped and then began a hard pounding. For an instant some trick of the light gave the girl in the mirror the old, hooked nose. Familiar feelings of rejection poured over me. Suddenly they were with me - all those false, faked smiles as I’d watched happy, laughing classmates at the few parties I had attended.

I started as a door downstairs banged shut. Claudine had returned after all. She could tell me how I looked. I needed someone to tell me how pretty I was.

"Claudine," I called. "I'm in here. Hurry on up."

The expected footsteps didn't come. Of course, how silly of me. Claudine was leaving. After being delayed in the kitchen she was just now getting away. But why hadn’t she come by to see how I appeared all dressed up for the party? Claudine never could hold a grudge for more than five seconds.

I moved to the white-curtained window to catch a glimpse of her. It was unspoken but there was a special childhood tenderness for Claudine. The skinned knees, the stubbed toes, the cruel, betraying friends were all handled by Claudine. I wanted her to share this pleasant time.

I stared. The road was empty, the landscape calm and peaceful. Only a black cow in the shadow of an oil well. These wells didn't pump up and down like all the pictures I'd seen of oil wells. How queer, I thought again, to see oil wells like these, which are masses of pipes and connectors.

Inside me a cold panic gathered into a hard knot. If it wasn't Claudine downstairs, who slammed the door in this empty house? I tried to tell myself it was only the wind but knew I didn't believe it. Or that it was some other noise. Something falling perhaps. Or a noise from the road. Or maybe I’d imagined the intruding sound.

But I knew I was ridiculous. Of course, the sound was real. There was an explanation. Probably just Tamar jumping on something. Except the cat was now back on the bed. I shuddered. I’d run downstairs and look around carefully before I left for the party. It wasn't like me to be this jumpy.

The party was a mad crush of people. Old friends, unrecognizable, forgotten. New people, oil people bringing the ultramodern world to Jay. In stray moments the mystery of the slamming door invaded my thoughts, but chattering party sounds helped me forget my small mystery at home.

Everybody was there. I’d forgotten what parties were like in small towns.

Everybody had to be invited. Otherwise, feelings got hurt. Friends stopped speaking and children weren’t allowed to play together. New rich, old rich, the woman clerk from 7-Eleven, old people, young people, the calm phlegmatic face of a lifetime farmer and the tense nervous face of his newly rich wife. Here and there moved the oil faces. Hard controlled features with measuring eyes rarely touched by their quick- smiling lips.

Hawks among the chickens.
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CHAPTER TWO


[image: image]


Feeling super confident I could quickly handle any problems, I deliberately disregarded any intuition of danger. June 3

At the party last night, I stood at the edge of the crowd watching, being extra nervous without Stephen at my side. Stephen knew I hated parties and was especially protective. Without being noticeable, he kept people from getting too close. I missed my first real sweetheart and would be glad to return home to the city. After going through my paces as the returned prodigal daughter, I was tired and annoyed but exhilarated at the same time. It surprised me feeling like a hypocrite, as though with my new nose I pretended to be something I was not. Take a deep breath, I thought, Stephen will be waiting for you in the city. No need to worry.

The long living room was filled with people grouped on couches, chairs and standing in conversation. A few sat on the thick gold-carpeted floor, their smiling faces turned upward to those enthroned on easy chairs and on the wide, goose-down couches, color co-coordinated to match the rug, walls and sateen drapes. A chandelier blazed over the dining room table shining on all the food: caviar, Swedish meatballs, deveined shrimp lying over a huge bowl of cracked ice, smoked oysters.

A blue-uniformed maid passed out hot cheese and sausage hors d’oeuvres while a white-uniformed chef thinly sliced turkey and ham. Under flickering candles on the sideboard were desserts of candied fruits, fancy cookies, and chocolate cake that was more icing than cake.

I could’ve been a total stranger as I stood back in my corner, staring. Intense conversationalists on either side shielded me. I could watch with a detached interest that sometimes still comes to me at parties. Perhaps I don’t yet entirely realize the differences between observers and participants. Being a participant isn't entirely comfortable. For so long I was only an observer.

From my vantage point I had a panoramic view: the conversation-grouped living room, the food-laden dining room table where a plump middle-aged wife was happily flirting with her husband's best friend and stuffing her soft mouth. The bar in the kitchen was plainly visible. Also, in plain view were how many religiously upright citizens of Jay were repeat visitors to the kitchen bar. Jay had definitely changed.

Hanging over and giving a blanket cohesiveness to the party scene was blaring dance music coming from the garage. It was a local group, self-amplified.

These people were out to have a good time. Staring at gaily smiling faces I wondered if I could pick out those who’d struck it rich in oil. I smiled over my earlier worry about being overdressed for I’d carried my old black leather pocketbook while other women were dangling delicate pearl and gold evening purses. I’d stashed away that bag as quickly as I could. Oil money was speeding changes and an unexpected one was about to hit me head on.

Continuing my slow survey, I raised my Schweppes tonic, gin, and fresh squeezed lime for a sip. It was pleasant out of the limelight. I was tired of answering how I liked city life, tired of sympathy for my mother and terribly tired of the not quite repressed curiosity about my nose. Everybody looked but nobody said anything. Or speculated on the outcome of my mother's will.

Across the room I suddenly noticed amused, staring black eyes. The brazenly handsome new arrival ignored two men clamoring for his attention. He firmly held out his hand for a drink from the black bartender. He was definitely staring at me. With recognition. “I know you,” his hard look said. We've known each other before. For long seconds I was caught by his intense vitality, tricked by his intimate grin into an instant kinship. Caught off guard, I was frantically searching - where had I known him? An old schoolmate? Higher or lower grade? I couldn’t have forgotten a man this attractive.

I smiled tentatively. He obviously knew me. My face revealed my puzzlement for his white flashing grin died for a moment before it streaked wider, and more knowing. He understood and was thoroughly enjoying my bewilderment. With his eyes still intent, he raised his glass in a small intimate salute. Then bent towards the brown-suited man tapping him on the shoulder.

I’d never seen a man stare so long - a child's stare. Or an animal. Cats stare like this as if through intimate eye contact, they’ll read your secrets. This man and I, stranger or not, communicated. A vague sense of wrongness only made it more attractive. For the first time I felt isolated. Conscious that I was alone. Stephen and I didn't go to many parties. We preferred quieter, smaller groups.

This was ridiculous. Moving quickly, I searched for someone I knew. And said a silent prayer I wouldn't spill my drink or let my awkwardness show. Hurriedly I edged into my friend Beth's group, where a tall cowboy-dressed man with premature silver hair was holding forth.

"The core went to New Orleans. Vance told us that - if our luck held as it should - we'd get that sample there tonight. That's why we’re late. We took the core to Pensacola where it can fly to New Orleans."

In spite of myself I was interested. The infectious enthusiasm of the silver-haired cowboy reached out to grab me. For him this was life or death. Riches. Big oil money. It wouldn't hurt me to learn something about oil. In fact, after this afternoon at the state geologist’s office, I had better learn about oil.

"Now we'll simply have to wait until the Champion experts analyze the core. But I feel it's a producer," he said, enthusiasm wild in his voice. "It's dead on the fault line."

In the following rush of questions and comments the group reformed into smaller units. Now I could talk with Beth.

"What’s a core?" I wanted to know about this thing that told whether or not an oil well was a producer. "I thought there was a strike. Then oil came pouring out the top of the derrick while everybody happily played in the gushing black stream before it usually caught on fire."

" Mary Celia, you've been seeing too many old Clark Gable movies," Elizabeth laughed. "It's not like that at all. Don't you know anything? Haven't you been reading all that stuff the oil company sends out?"

"No," I said truthfully. "I haven't paid much attention. You know after my father died and I.”

"I understand," Elizabeth smiled. "Every time I think of those two cousins of yours, I'd like to strangle them. And your mother. It's bad luck to speak ill of the dead, but whatever possessed your mother not to rewrite that old will. You've had a bad time, Mary Celia. I don't know how you've stood it. I'd be a raving maniac howling at the moon." Beth talked with her hands, long tapered fingers and polished manicured nails.

"No you wouldn't," I laughed. Elizabeth could always make me feel better. Behind those wide, baby-blue eyes and vivacious smiles lived a keen observer of our town. Not much missed those discerning eyes. I wanted to ask about the handsome man, but Elizabeth was talking.

"A core,” she said, “looks like a gray rock to me. It's the solid hunk of earth they get when they take a core sample. It's about three or four inches in diameter and when they get to the proper oil-bearing depth, the oil men take a core sample and have it analyzed. Ours here in Jay are deep wells. They didn't used to think oil existed this deep in the earth. Or if it did exist, there wasn't the technology to get it."

"I don't understand," I said, "If the oil is in solid rock, how do they get it out?"

"It's a complicated process," Elizabeth explained. "From the way I picture it, they fill up the tiny spaces in oil-bearing rock. If the oil-bearing rock is porous, with lots of interconnections so the oil can flow, then it's good rock. And if there's oil there, it's probably a good well. But if the rock is not porous or there is no oil, then it's a dry hole."

A strange low voice boomed in my right ear. "I'm surprised, Lizzi, my love, to hear you talking about dry holes. Aren't you afraid of bringing bad luck, jinxing poor old Wilson's third try out in Blackjack Creek?”

His voice went suddenly low and teasing. He talked to Elizabeth. But he looked at me. Staring and laughing with those black eyes. Seeming a solid mass of concentrated energy. Vital, restless, whip cord lean.

"Poor old Wilson, my foot. Poor old Wilson could buy and sell you and me for breakfast, chop us up and five minutes later be hunting around for something else to throw to his hound dogs. I wish I had his money!" Elizabeth laughed.

"That's not the story that was told to me. I hear you turned him down flat," he drawled. The dark stranger was shooting glances at Elizabeth, but the blasted man still stared at me. Absolutely determined not to let any nervousness show, I held myself very still.

"Don't believe everything you hear," Elizabeth said. "Let that be a lesson. You can hear anything in a small town."

"Brought you a drink," he held out a gin and tonic right in front of me. "I could see all you had left was lime and ice."

Infuriating man, he’d probably watched me gulp down most of it.

"Mary Celia Diamond, meet Vance Marcil Bruten. Vance is our new oil expert in town. Just came last week. Must plan to stay as he’s bought a house down the street."

Turning to Vance she said, “Mary Celia is an old resident, back in Jay for a quick visit. Vance, you rat, you didn't bring me a drink. Excuse me while I get my own."

She left me standing there fuming, knowing nothing had escaped her probing blue eyes.

"I saw you today, earlier."

"Yes" I was determined to stay calm. This was silly. No reason to be upset.

"Yes, you walked out of the state geologist’s office looking as furious as I've ever seen a woman look."

"Yes," I said again. Silence drug on. He was putting pressure on me to reply. I was determined to deny that I was furious or give an explanation. But I just looked at him accepting the drink after turning away to place my empty glass on a low table. But there was no escaping.

"I was in a cafe across the street having coffee." I’d never seen such black eyes and they kept engaging mine. "I asked who you were. I knew in a town this small we’d have to run into each other."

"Have you ever lived in a small town?" I asked. "Where are you from? Where did you come here from?" I was stumbling, feeling my nervous smiles. From some remote place deep inside I was watching myself play this role. Pretending to be attractive, alluring. Still my mind was racing a million miles a second. This was an oil expert. I needed to consult with oil experts. A no-brainer. Why not this one? Just because he was interested in me didn't mean I had to be interested in him. There was Stephen. I was safe.

"I come from an oil town outside New Orleans. Cajun. Bayous. Ever been to New Orleans?"

"Once several years ago. It's a fun town." I felt surrounded, hemmed in by the bounding, barely contained energy of this man. Standing absolutely still, even across the room he’d seemed on the perpetual brink of violent motion. Up close this impression was strong, smothering. Oddly, it conjured up flirting responses I’d not known I possessed. Involuntarily my lips smiled, my eyes met his, half lowering and dropping submissively away. I felt a slight pout on my lips and my cheeks pull inward. Half frightened of the building tension between us, I was interested in spite of myself. High school stuff. But I never had it. In high school no one wanted the ugly reject with the hooked nose.

"Elizabeth said you bought a house." I was desperate for something to say. Appalled, I heard my voice continue, "Will your wife like living in a small town after Orleans?"

"I don't have a wife," he said slowly with a look that made me understand the school stories I'd heard of girls slapping boys’ faces. I could feel the itch in my right palm as it was tempted to swing through the air. "No time for women. The company keeps me busy. I go where there's trouble."

"I wasn't really asking," I floundered. "Just wondering since you're buying so quickly."

"Don't you realize," he laughed again showing healthy white teeth, "there's no place to stay in this town? No hotel. No motel closer than Milton or Flomaton.” Then abruptly, “Nine years is a long time to stay away from your home town. A special reason?"

"How on earth did you know that?" I demanded.

"I have my sources. Don't you remember Elizabeth saying gossip runs rampant in towns?" Without warning, Vance laid warm gripping fingers on my arm, "Come on, dance with me."

I must have looked acquiescent, or nodded yes for I was soon gliding my way through the crowd. I tried not to walk self-consciously. I didn’t need to remember Vance's exploring glance to know his eyes were examining my back as I moved.

It was dark in the wide double garage. The music was loud, reverberating against the walls and low ceiling. Still blinded from the light, other couples seemed unknown shadows, tightly moving to the slow loud music.

Vance pulled me into his arms. Tight against him my silver and pearl necklaces hurt pressing between us.

Suffocating hot in the band end of the room, the music pounded, tearing at my ears, creating a curious isolating effect. Driving me closer for protection to the solid man’s steps I was following.

The air was too warm. It was hard to breathe. I was glad when we moved to the far open end of the garage. And pleased to find this man really danced, actually taking steps, seeming to enjoy our movements. Inside a bubble of crushing, vibrating sound, we moved together. There was no escape. The sound, the situation wrapped us together, me no choice, but to follow and to wait.

I was repelled by my rush of reaction to this dark oil man. Repelled and intrigued.

I wanted to take him down a peg or two. This was my town. What was he doing here acting as if he owned it? Talking with Elizabeth like an old
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