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Praise for the gardening mysteries of Ann Ripley

DEATH OF A GARDEN PEST


“A HYBRID OF A TRADITIONAL WHODUNIT AND AN UP-TO-THE-MINUTE GARDENING GUIDE.”

—The Denver Post




“GARDENING AND MURDER MAKE A FASCINATING COMBINATION IN DEATH OF A GARDEN PEST. GARDENER-SLEUTH LOUISE ELDRIDGE OFFERS AN ENCHANTING VIEW OF GARDENS WHILE FACING DOWN DAUNTINGLY EVIL OPPONENTS.”

—Carolyn G. Hart




“ANOTHER MYSTERY FEATURING THAT DELIGHTFUL GARDENER LOUISE ELDRIDGE AND HER RESOURCEFUL BAND OF FAMILY SLEUTHS. DEATH OF A GARDEN PEST IS AS TANGLED AND FULL OF SURPRISES AS THE BEST NATIVIST GARDEN.”

—Margaret Coel



MULCH


“ANN RIPLEY PLANTS CLUES IN UNEXPECTED PLACES, DEVELOPS A PLOT WITH INTERESTING DIRT, AND SEEDS HER STORY WITH COLORFUL CHARACTERS, INCLUDING A CAPTIVATING, NOXIOUS VILLAIN. MULCH IS NOT YOUR GARDEN-VARIETY MYSTERY.”

—New York Times bestselling author Diane Mott Davidson




“MULCH IS ONE OF THOSE LITTLE GEMS.”

—Mystery Lovers Bookshop News




“LOUISE IS A SMART, APPEALING HEROINE.”

—Kirkus Reviews
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THE BRAT WAS HEADED STRAIGHT for her prize stand of toad lilies.

Only a little surprised at her hostility toward her cousin’s innocent child, Louise knew her irritation lay with the child’s parents. Their lax supervision during a five-day visit with the Eldridges had resulted in golden-haired three-year-old Sally ravaging her gardens, one by one. Toddler feet stomping on plants that were babies themselves. Pudgy hands snapping off precious flowers like a plant ogre and stuffing them in her mouth. And the crowning blow: the pulling to bits of the five precious blooms of Louise’s French tree peony—that otherwise would have bestowed its effulgent beauty upon the world for a week or more.

Now, she wasn’t about to sacrifice her purple-spotted toad lilies to this toddler tornado, certainly not seconds before these houseguests went back to where they came from!

“Sally,” cried Louise, “not in there.” She paused for a half second to allow her cousin to control her own child. The mother wasn’t paying attention. The child veered away from the toad lilies and took rapid baby steps across prostrate campanula and epimedium and hurled her little body toward a thicket of wickedly thorned mahonia—taller than she was, likely to tear skin or eyes.

Louise lunged forward, reached her in three steps, and scooped her up in her arms. Her cousin had finally noticed and yelped, “Oh, thank God you saw her!” Louise looked down at the blond, doll-like cherub in her arms. Happy to be saved? No way. Tears were forming in the combative blue eyes: Sally was building up for a good howl.

She stepped carefully out of her garden and handed the child over to the mother, just as the explosion of tears and rage gushed forth.

Having done his part packing the bags, the husband stood casually by with hands in the pockets of his chinos. He nodded toward the mahonia. “I can see why Sally wanted to touch them, Louise—those plants are beautiful, with those glossy leaves and bunches of big blue berries.”

“Yes, but notice the vicious thorns,” she said through tight lips. “It pays to train children to stay out of gardens. They can be deadly.” The parents seemed to think that because Louise had gardens in a woods, they were fair game for stepping on and tasting. Besides, weren’t they all relatives here?

Her cousin deposited the girl in the car without mussing her bandbox-fresh traveling outfit, then turned and smiled as she looked at a perspiring Louise in her many-pocketed shorts, boots, and grimy T-shirt. She elaborately embraced her, and for some reason Louise was reminded of The Godfather. “Louise, I love your house, and its little addition, and all the beautiful flowers. Especially now that you have become a TV garden lady, I know gardening comes first with you and always will.”

Louise wiped sweat from her brow with the back of a hand. “Actually, my family comes first.” Why would she argue with this least-favorite cousin? But why not? “My family definitely comes first, then gardens.”

The two of them kissed insincerely, and her guests climbed into their car, Louise peeked into the backseat, where the strapped-in three-year-old was still whimpering from not getting her way. Seeing Louise, she turned her face away, scorning Louise’s good-bye wave. Her cousin powered her car window down at the last moment and said, mysteriously, “And sorry about the mattress.”

With a little pang of worry for Sally’s future, Louise returned up the mossy flagstone path to her modern one-story house in the woods, the gray timbers of the pergola above the path and the glint of sun on the floor-to-ceiling glass windows giving her a sense she was entering a very special house.

Alone, and blissfully without company for the first time in eight weeks.

Inside and outside, it was time for damage control. It would take a while to erase signs of this particular visit, With big plastic bag in hand, she swept up left-behind toys, toilet articles, and a couple of paperbacks. She put the bag on the shelf of a tiny hall closet that her husband Bill facetiously nicknamed “the morgue,” because it had smelled so rotten from the stale air from under their slab house when they moved in. She’d blocked the smell out by covering cracks with duct tape; later, he plastered it up for her. She would send on her cousin’s possessions when she had a spare moment.

Armed with her special carpet spotter and a spray bottle of vinegar solution, she scrubbed away spots and stains left in the wake of the three visitors. Next came stripping the beds and taking down the crib. Standing over the baby bed, she realized with distaste what her cousin meant: Sally’s parents, optimists, apparently, hadn’t bothered with night diapering on that last night. Giving a good sniff, she decided to pitch the crib mattress and get a new one. She heaved it out of the bed and carried it out to the garbage area, which was tucked discreetly behind a row of hollies. Then, she administered the coup de grace, a squirting of air freshener through the entire house.

Her mouth set in a grim line as she next attacked the patio garden. Plants near the edge, delicate corydalis, lamium, miniature mat daisies, and a maidenhair fern, had taken a bad beating from little footsteps. Some were kaput for the season, while others looked as if they would recover.

Except for the tree peony. The loss of those translucent, six-inch-wide yellow repeat blossoms nearly made her cry. It was the second day of the visit, after Louise had made repeated discreet entreaties about keeping Sally out of the gardens. Her guard was down, as she prepared a special company lunch in the kitchen. When she came outside with laden tray, the child had picked the golden petals off, one by one. “Oh, so sorry,” said the inattentive parents.

Not quite so destructive was the child’s desperate leap into her neighbor Mary Mougey’s fishpond, where Louise had taken the restless child as a late afternoon diversion. Sally had jumped instantly in with the prize Kohako koi, throwing the fish into a frenzy, and destroying a couple of water lily blossoms in the process. The child had surfaced like a little Venus out of the sea, spluttering but happy at wringing a little more excitement out of the boring world.

Louise went in the house, for she had more important things to do than sorrow over a picked bush, or destroyed water lilies. Slumping onto the couch, she tried to relax and clear her mind. She and Bill had been flooded with company all summer, including visits from both sets of parents. With her full-time job, the pressure was beginning to tell. It wasn’t like the old days of just a year or so ago, when one of her main purposes in life as a foreign-service wife was to play the part of the gracious hostess. Now, she was wife, mom, and TV host. Where was she supposed to find time to nurture houseguests and handle toddler versions of Dennis the Menace?

Trying to find a cheery side, she realized she and Bill had a window of opportunity. For the next week, they would be alone. Then came the next onslaught of company. She frowned. That company was an unknown: they had invited themselves, and as usual, she had been too polite to say no. “Damn it, Louise,” she reproached herself, “you could have wiggled out of that one.”

And yet they might prove interesting: three vigorous women from the National Perennial Plant Society, whom she had met just once. They were coming to the Washington Hilton for their yearly convention and were valuable contacts; while in town, they would be part of a gardening show for WTBA-TV, Louise’s public broadcasting station sponsor.

Touchingly enough, the P.P.S. was adding to the luster of Louise’s new career, which was very young and needed as much luster as it could gather. The Perennial Plant Society was making her its “Plant Person of the Year” for her series of environmentally sound garden shows.

But at least she could look forward to privacy during the coming week. She had a slow work schedule at Channel Five, and that meant time for her and Bill to be alone together, and to wallow in the news, specifically, national presidential election coverage.

She leaned back in the cushions and lifted up a long, bare leg: It had several dirt swipes, for she had worked in her sloppy bog garden while her company packed. She raised an arm and smelled her armpit. The “Plant Person of the Year” sorely needed a bath, for normal life, such as it was, resumed tonight. She and Bill were going to dress up for a fund-raiser in the East Building of the National Gallery. It was organized by Mary Mougey, her neighbor. At five hundred dollars a head, they would feast on shrimp and oysters, pates and roast beef, raising funds for starving, fly-ridden people in African countries torn by civil war.

She went into the master bathroom, flipping on the radio as she assembled shampoo, conditioner, glycerin soap, facial cleanser, and a fluffy ball of apricot-colored nylon netting—her “exfoliating sponge.” She noted ruefully it was made out of the same material that household expert Heloise recommended for scrubbing pans clean.

She was just in time for some breaking news. The newscaster was about as excited as National Public Radio newscasters ever got. He reported that a spokesman for President Fairchild’s opponent, Congressman Lloyd Goodrich, had leveled still another charge at the sitting President: that not only had Fairchild participated in the assassination of President Ngo Dinh Diem of South Vietnam back in 1963, but that he was involved in the murder of an army clerk handling records in Saigon, this in an effort to keep Fairchild’s complicity out of his army file.

Louise uttered an audible groan. The President, as checkered a person as he might be, was her supporter. After the murder at Louise’s TV station and her subsequent exposure of the murderer, Fairchild had appointed her to the National Environmental Commission.

She flipped the bathwater on and the radio off. Fairchild was honest, while Goodrich’s campaign was so far below the belt it made her sick. And yet it was working: Fairchild, who had been twenty points ahead, was now almost even in the polls. This latest disclosure had to be the most harmful. What could be worse than an accusation of murder? As she peeled off her sweaty clothes, she reflected that Goodrich’s people had better have proof this time. That was the worry: The newscaster said the Goodrich campaign had the goods in “black and white,” whatever that meant.

She stepped in and slid herself down into the relaxing hot water that slapped gently against her body. What was black and white anymore in this world? Except that gardens were wonderful, and she loved Bill and the girls? But in reverse order, of course.
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[image: ]





THE RED-AND-BLUE PADDLES ON Calder’s giant mobile swung slowly over the crowd. Louise, standing with her husband on the mezzanine of the East Building, felt as if she could reach over and almost touch one as it passed. The movement overhead gave her a mild sense of vertigo that substituted just fine for the fact that she declined to drink the champagne being served rapid-fire to glittering guests by tuxedoed waiters and waitresses.

They had just arrived, and immediately took in the scene: upper-crust Washingtonians clustered around the hors d’oeuvres table, like vultures before roadkill, as fresh batches of lobster and shrimp were brought out. Once fortified with goodies on small plates, people hovered around in constellation groups, of which the “suns” were celebrities: congressmen, movers and shakers and, she noticed, the President’s chief of staff, Tom Paschen. Not a big man, but handsome in a way, with a thin, brooding face. Paschen was a man whom she barely knew, but with whom Bill had once worked.

The vivacious hostess was in full swing. Blond and petite, Mary Mougey was elegant in a scarlet gown, and encircled by her own constellation of what Louise supposed were the biggest donors. The champagne and predinner snacks, which would precede a silent art auction of donated art items, would loosen purse strings and result in more big checks being pressed into Mary’s hand. Big donors and small donors alike would be co-opted by her intrepid friend before the party was over.

Before Louise knew it, Mary had spotted her and broken away from her group and hurried over. “Bill. Louise. Hello,” she said breathlessly; her eyes sparkled with party excitement. She put a hand on Louise’s arm and in a low voice said, “My dear, you look absolutely ravishing,” and gave her a broad wink. “I just have a moment: I so appreciate you babysitting our fish while we’re gone to the Caribbean. Remember, they like carbohydrates and protein, so I’ll bring you over a container of earthworms to feed them each afternoon.” Her pretty blue eyes looked concerned, as if talking about children who would be in Louise’s care: “Please don’t forget to chop them up a little; our babies aren’t big enough to eat them whole.”

Louise’s empty stomach gripped up in a knot.

“We leave first thing in the morning” Mary blithely continued, “and if you need more room for that constant stream of houseguests of yours, please do send someone over to our house—mi casa es su casa!” Then she dashed back to her donors.

While Louise was talking to Mary, their other neighbors, Roger and Laurie Kendricks, had joined Bill. They stood on the edge of the crowd and exchanged a little comfortable, down-home conversation before they parted to work the room.

“Long time no see,” cracked Roger. He was tall, balding, slightly potbellied, and wearing thick glasses: not what Louise would call good-looking. Formal attire had transformed him: He could be anything from the night manager of a fine hotel to a foreign diplomat. In contrast, her own blond-haired husband, already handsome, in tux and cummerbund looked like a model from the pages of Gentlemen’s Quarterly. Certainly not like a State Department employee who was in reality an undercover CIA agent.

“How debonair you look tonight, Roger” she replied, and then turned to Laurie, in a silky white gown that set off her upswept red hair, “and you, Laurie, so pretty.”

“Sure did clean up good, didn’t we?” drawled Roger. Apparently weary of being treated with deference by people because of his status at the Washington Post, he liked to toss in a country bumpkin phrase once in a while.

Both Roger and Laurie were giving Louise a discreet once-over, but she had realized the impact of her outfit from the moment she entered the museum: As she trod up the pink Tennessee marble stairs, she saw the raised eyebrows and delighted expressions on the faces of the men standing at the top. She had blushed redly and clutched Bill’s arm tighter. Was the outfit a mistake? It was a Donna Karan pantsuit that she had found, like a hidden treasure from Egypt, in a Fairfax resale shop. Black, silk, and cut so low she could feel the pressure of the satin lapels on her half-naked breasts.

“Very nice suit you’re wearing, Louise,” said Roger.

Bill linked his arm in Louise’s. “Wasn’t sure I’d let her out in public like this, but decided since she’s a gardening personality now, people expect her to look ravishing.”

“How are the girls doing, Louise?” asked Laurie.

“Great. Both are out there helping to save the world.”

Laurie raised an eyebrow. “Sounds like they’ve been talking to Mary Mougey.”

“Mary’s very persuasive. And your boys—is Michael breaking records at tennis camp?” Even though Louise was a strong player, Roger and Laurie’s bright-eyed teenager could wipe her off the court in one set.

“A real champ,” said Roger. “And our younger guy is showin’ em how at computer camp.”

“Meanwhile, we’re alone at home,” added Laurie, with a smile and sideways look at Roger. She leaned toward him provocatively. “I hate to admit it, but it’s very nice to have the summer to ourselves. You seem to have company running in and out continually, while we have just been…”

“A deux?” said Louise, smiling. “I hear what you’re saying, Laurie. We’ll be alone for exactly one week, and then more company is coming and the girls return home.”

Bill smiled sagely. “Ah, I think you ladies do protest too much. Look how our children progress, ever upward, ever away from us. Pretty soon they’ll all be gone, and we’ll be old folks whining for them to visit.”

During this banter, they had paid little attention to the ebb and flow of the party, so they were surprised when Tom Paschen, entourage respectfully hanging behind, came up and joined them. The President’s chief of staff was barely as tall as Louise in her spike-heeled Manolo mules, though he looked elegant in evening clothes that reeked of Savile Row. Unfortunately, it was spoiled by his expression of the harried rabbit out of Alice in Wonderland. Louise thought he would buttonhole Roger Kendricks. Roger had stepped down from his executive editor position to join other Post staffers in covering the presidential election. So she was surprised when Paschen came straight to her side.

Casting a quick look that took in her face, semirevealed bosom, and slim hips in black pants complete with satin stripe down the side, he extended a hand to the foursome and breezily summarized his mission: “Hi, Roger, and, Laurie Kendricks—isn’t it? Bill, I’ve come over here to hit on your wife.”

They laughed. Even then, Paschen didn’t break a grin, and looked thoroughly distracted, all business. “Just for a minute.” He put a firm hand under her elbow and steered her to the stone railing, beyond which Calder’s artwork sailed soundlessly in the chatter-filled building, like a silent chaperon.

“Louise,” he said in a confidential tone, “I’ve only got five minutes.”

That was not surprising; the man probably had the busiest job in the country.

“Something about my program.”

Paschen looked surprised. “Yes. Smart girl. You knew. You’re aware of the scoundrels Congressman Goodrich has taken on board to try to damage the President: Rawlings and Upchurch, the terrible twosome, and Upchurch’s reprehensible staff. They’re spewing out the damndest lies.” Still looking beyond her, casing the room as he spoke, he said, “Look at Franklin Rawlings. He’s keeping his head above the cesspool: He just shoves Upchurch out front to be the impetuous bad boy, the new guy in the political game who may reach too far, but whom we’re supposed to forgive because of his youth and zeal.”

She thought Tom sounded a little sour grapes. Rawlings was a tall, thin man in his fifties who did his magicianlike campaign strategizing for whoever would pay him his exorbitant fees, smiling all the way. And Goodrich had reached him first, or she was sure that the President would have been happy to hire him on.

“Yeah, I think Rawlings has put himself in a bind: His young compatriots have spun out of control, and in the end he’s responsible.” The chief of staff gave a curt nod at a man bunched over the nearby refreshments table. “And you must recognize their campaign’s enfant terrible, Willie Upchurch. There he is, with his fat little hands in the shrimp. That’s his gang of three: the worst pissant lowlifes I’ve ever seen.” His patrician nose elevated a bit. “They’re no better than thugs.” Louise knew Paschen himself was renowned as a vicious political infighter, so why was he complaining about how the game was played? Then, as if reading her mind, he said, with asperity, “There’s politics and politics, and dirty politics has reached a new low in this election.”

Upchurch, a rosy-cheeked, baby-faced man, was shoveling in food as if he were one of the clients of the fundraiser rather than a benefactor. “So that’s the infamous Willie,” she said, “and he’s only in his twenties: I guess that makes him a political prodigy.”

“Depends on how you define prodigy. That California senatorial campaign he ran for Rawlings wasn’t genius—it was pure sleaze. But of course their guy won.” He nodded his head at the group clustered near Upchurch. “And you can easily pick out Ted French, Willie’s number one man; he’s the tall muscular guy over there with the crewcut who looks like a leftover from the Hitler Youth. Only thing missing with him is an armband with a swastika, and a Sam Browne belt and shorts. And of course he’s taken lessons from Miss Manners on smiling. I tell you, Louise, they are vipers, and the babies of the family are the worst. French can’t be more than in his late twenties, and he’s vicious—doesn’t know the definition of ‘going too far.’ Collectively, they have become known as the most cutthroat political players Washington has ever seen: That, as you realize, takes one hell of a lot of doing. Of course, it wouldn’t matter so much if we weren’t in an era of yellow journalism: Not one damned paper, including the Times, the Post, the L.A. Times, is above printing their garbage. Up and down the media food chain, it’s all the same bait. This was stuff that only the tabloids used to print.” He glowered at his enemies. “You might call it the twilight of the media. God knows if we’ll ever recover.”

At that moment, the blond man looked over at Paschen, then at Louise, and his smile became a leer. In a few long strides, he had joined them. “Well, Tom, I guess the news of the day hasn’t made you happy.” His voice was high and nasal. He was talking to Tom, but his eyes stayed on Louise; his hand reached out tentatively as if he wanted to touch her black jet hanging earrings. She instinctively drew away from him and looked at Tom.

Paschen practically barked at him. “This Vietnam stuff is your lowest moment yet, French: it’s all fabrications and lies, and don’t think we won’t prove it and throw it back into your face.” Not even deigning to look at the younger man, he took Louise’s elbow and propelled her away to a place farther along the balcony where they could talk.

French delivered a parting shot in his sneering voice. “Remains, to be seen, Tom. Just keep your eye on those dwindling poll numbers. I just called CNN: You’re down another two points!”

Pascnen and Louise were now wedged against the rail by the growing crowd, and she could see her companion was feeling claustrophobic and anxious to get his message across and bail out.

“See what I mean?” he growled. “It beats me how the public is willing to believe the worst kind of lies put out by people like him. We need damage control, and that’s where you come in, Louise. We both know President Fairchild’s environmental bill is the linchpin of his four years as president.”

At last he turned his eyes toward her, and she could see he was battling a tendency to look at her cleavage. “Louise, you have a good program. It’s earned you a lot of a good press—I mean the program, and those other escapades of yours.”

“You mean, finding a murderer.”

“Finding two murderers,” he reminded her. “And the President thinks very highly of your program content: That’s why he named you to that environmental group. So, what I’d like you to do is feature the new law on one of your programs. I know you have a short lead time. Do it, maybe, in early October?”

Paschen’s stormy gray eyes, not quite level with hers, now had a hard-driving, focused expression. He wanted a quid pro quo for her appointment to the National Environmental Commission, it was as simple as that. She realized then how desperate the man was. He would try everything, even a PBS Saturday morning garden show, to strengthen Jack Fairchild’s chances for reelection.

And she had no doubt Paschen expected to get everything he asked for.

She stepped back and slid her hands against the stone railing to keep from stumbling awkwardly in her satin stiletto heels.

Quietly, she said, “I hope you realize I do not call the shots on program topics, Tom. That’s up to Marty Corbin. I think the new environmental law is great, and I will do everything I can to persuade Marty.”

Paschen smiled. It added a more attractive, vulnerable element to his thin face.

“But please,” she said, “just because I like the idea, that doesn’t mean it’s a fait accompli, Tom. Public television is very chary about promoting things. It is not what we do. In fact, why don’t I simply have Marty call you and you can settle it between the two of you?”

He gave her an unfathomable look. Louise had heard from Bill that this man was in the midst of a divorce from his powerful businesswoman wife, who had gone to New York to join a top firm at top salary. As her husband put it, “Tom has had to do some heavy couch time to get over the trauma of it, and even then it’s left him with a jaundiced view of women.”

Now he looked down at her speculatively, as if considering whether or not she was trustworthy. “I think I’d rather deal with you, Louise. Getting all clicked in with another source takes time. I already spend one hundred fifty percent of my time on this job.”

She studied the chief of staff—the tired eyes, the cowlicked hair that wouldn’t stay in place. Standing so close, she could detect a tic that was bothering his right eye. Compassion welled up from somewhere inside her and she thought of an idea to help this beleaguered public servant. “Torn, I bet you don’t have much fun these days.”

“You got that right,” he said, hands in pockets now, and rocking back and forth on his expensive Italian patent leather dress shoes. “Boring embassy receptions and White House dinners are about all I have time for.” He looked like a petulant overaged youth on whose life a curfew had been clamped.

Impulsively, she put out her hand and took his. “Just come with me for about four minutes. I want to show you something really great—that is, unless you’ve already been to the tower.”

“A tower, in this building?”

“Come on,” she said, tugging on his hand, and skirted past the glittering crowd across to the art galleries themselves. As they passed a display of Claes Oldenberg’s pop art, Tom Paschen stared at the grossly distorted objects—a half-deflated toilet, an inflated pile of raisin toast, a giant lipstick—as if they had come from an alien planet. “We’re not going to see more like this, are we?”

“Not to worry,” she said. The marble-lined stairwell to the tower echoed hollowly as they hurried up the steps into the quiet tower room. Now they were in the world of Matisse cutouts. The pictures danced out from tall, stark walls: artworks in vibrant colors with delightful forms as simple as a child’s paper cutouts, but with all the depth of the artist’s imagination and humor.

Paschen stood with hands on hips, surveying it all. “Well, I have to admit, I’ve never been here, but it’s interesting.”

“I just thought a little change of pace would be nice for you. So, do you like them?” She strode around to give each a closer look, then circled back to Tom.

“Yeah, I guess I do. It’s a nice interlude here, Louise, and it would probably do me good to just take some time in this place”—he jerked a thumb toward the west—“or better still, in the main gallery where they have the old masters.”

She noticed his attention had refocused from the Matisse cutouts to her, and suddenly she realized how alone they were up in this tower. “Um, I suppose Bill will be wondering where I am….”

Tom guided her toward the door, and they went back down the stairway. At the sound of their feet clattering on the pink marble steps, they looked at each other and laughed, like two children caught up in a new adventure.

On their way back to the party, Tom seemed measurably more relaxed. She reassured him. “I understand what you want, and I’ll do my best for you with Marty.”

“Good girl,” he said, giving her a fond look and squeezing her upper arm in a gesture of approval. “I’ll call you.” Then he delivered her to Bill, gave her husband a mock half-salute, and strode quickly away.

What a strange throwback of a man, Louise thought. Good girl, indeed: She hadn’t heard that since she had requested her father to stop saying it to her back in 1975. She tossed her long brown hair and slipped her arm through her husband’s; Bill was standing in his own little crowd of people. “Darling,” she said sotto voce in his ear, “now that I have my marching orders from your friend Paschen, it’s time to chow down before the scavengers eat it all.”

But it was not to be: Someone came up from the crowd behind her and rested his hand under her elbow. She turned and looked into the sallow, bony face of Franklin Rawlings. Black evening attire accentuated his cadaverous look. His thin hair was combed optimistically over his balding pate. His eyes were unusual, Louise thought, shining with an almost messianic intensity. His amiable smile that seemed to signal all was right with the world was firmly in place.

“Now, is it my turn to get to the gardening lady who loves the environment? You are Louise Eldridge, I believe?”

“Why, yes, Mr. Rawlings.” She twisted away to give herself some space and extended her hand. As with royalty, Franklin Rawlings assumed she knew who he was. “This is my husband, Bill.” The two men shook hands.

“I just saw Tom Paschen holding your attention,” Rawlings said, “for an inordinate amount of time, considering it’s Tom. Most likely he was promoting that pie-in-the-sky environmental bill that was passed in the waning moments of Congress.”

“Are you telling me that it won’t hold?”

He stepped closer to her to give his words an air of confidentiality. “Mrs. Eldridge, it’s easy to draw the conclusion that Mr. Paschen wants you to do one of your excellent programs on the President’s bill.” He raised a finger, as if he were a teacher giving gentle instruction to a pupil. “But before you decide to do it, you should look at the poll figures: The sentiment in this country is rapidly shifting. People want jobs from the land, and they don’t want huge tracts set aside for the use of a few effete hikers and bikers.” She was taken aback by the contrast between his pleasant expression and his harsh words. “Congressman Goodrich has now pulled even with the incumbent, and the election is three months away. The odds for a Goodrich landslide are big, and that means a new congress and repeal of that giveaway bill.”

“You seem very confident,”

Rawlings looked down at her like a fond uncle. “Very. But I don’t want to press you too much on the issue. I’m certain that WTBA-TV has the wisdom to do the right thing. And then sometime soon we’ll have to talk about Congressman Goodrich’s plans for the environment.”

Still smiling, he moved away to join another group. Bill said to her, “Still hungry?”

From another corner of the room she could see Tom Paschen scowling over at her. “Not very,” Louise replied.


Three
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IT WAS AT THE END OF A LONG day. They had been on location in Manassas, Virginia, doing a show on the restoration of an Early American garden near the Occoquan River. Their attire was an echo of colonial life: Louise in a flowing mauve skirt and lace-edged blouse; and John Batchelder, her cohost, in a loose-fitting poetic shirt that emphasized John’s dashing looks. When they were finished there, Marty Corbin had insisted they return to the station to discuss program ideas for Gardening with Nature.

The producer was large, with dark, curly hair, shaggy eyebrows, and big brown eyes that most of the time were filled with life, fire, and kindliness. Sitting in Martyrs office for one of his typical “upowwows,” he outlined to them an ambitious travel schedule that threw Louise into a profound silence.

Marty described his ideas with dramatic gestures of his big hands: “We’re not gonna be one of these garden programs that think the East Coast, with its rich, acidic soil, is all there is. We’re gonna travel, Louise, and we’re not going to leave out one growing zone. We’re even going to Hawaii and Alaska, how’ dja like that? We want all fifty states to watch your program, not just the thirteen original.”

John Batchelder, slouched in a chair opposite hers, smiled and nodded approval. “It’s high time we did it, Marty.”

She didn’t know what to say. The Eldridge home life had already been seriously impinged upon by her full-time job and her extra voice-over work with Atlas Mowers. How much more away-time could her family handle?

Marty read her expression. “Think of it this way, Louise: at least it will discourage houseguests.” He grinned at her, anxious to have her happy.

It seemed a propitious time to ask him a favor in return. She quickly laid out her proposal for a two-part program on the President’s environmental bill, making it sound as if the idea came from her.

“You’re kiddin’.” His eyebrows skidded down over his skeptical eyes.

“Why would I be kidding? I am quite serious, Marty. The bill just got through Congress. It’s timely, and the topic merits it.”

He hooted. “Timely, all right: just in time for the November vote. Hey, I know you have a pipeline to the President. Don’t tell me this show is going to save Fairchild’s ass: That man’s down the tubes, Louise; hate to tell you.”

She saw he was hungry and impatient, ready to go home to one of his wife Steffi’s fabulous meals. “Okay, but can we talk about it again?”

“Sure we can, when my stomach isn’t protesting.” They left Marty’s office, and the staff drifted off.

When she gathered her things and walked to the lobby exit, a stranger was waiting, smiling at her. It took her a moment to recognize the man, and when she did, her heart began to pound. For an instant, she was swept back to her college days and a romantic interlude in Washington, D.C.

“It couldn’t be. Not Jay McCormick.”

“Oh, yes, it could be,” said the voice, a familiar, jesting baritone.

Tall and slightly stoop-shouldered, he approached her slowly. He came right up and took both her hands in his and gave her one of his crooked Irish smiles. He planted the faintest of kisses on her lips, and it made her tingle.

“Louise, you dear thing, you haven’t changed at all.”

Standing before her was her former boyfriend from that brief summer more than two decades ago when they were both graduate students at Georgetown University. His face was unremarkable, with an anonymity that made you wonder, once he was out of your presence, what he really looked like. No high cheekbones or other defining features; sandy, nondescript hair that tended to fall in his face. Pale blue eyes: again, unremarkable. And yet, a man with an inner light, who could make her heart beat faster simply because he cared more about other human beings than he cared about himself.

That quality had nearly persuaded her to commit herself to Jay McCormick, to go forward into life like a team of missionaries and try to make the world better for suffering people. Then, through a fluke, along came Bill Eldridge from Harvard to the same campus to substitute for another lecturer at Georgetown’s International Institute; she turned onto another path with a man who soon became a spy for his country.

“Outside of the glasses, you haven’t changed, either, Jay.” But even as she spoke, she saw the worry lines in his face: What kind of disappointments had he suffered during the past two decades? He looked to be on hard times: His dress shirt and pants were scruffy.

“Look a little closer, Louise. I’m having one hell of a hard time right now. I came here today because I sort of need a friend. You may not have heard of what I’ve been doing.”

“Oh, I heard different things, that you were speech writing—or was it reporting—out in California.”

“I’ve done both. I live in Sacramento. But I’ve been in Washington for a little while now, five months, actually. I’ve heard about your show and how well you’re doing. I’ve even seen you on that TV ad promoting some mower.”

“Yeah,” she said sheepishly, “on-air spokesman for the Atlas mulching mower. It helps us make ends meet at the Eldridge house.”

“And I also got wind of your detecting.” There came that smile again. “Pretty cool of you, Louise, solving two crimes.”

“All of a sudden, I have a career of my own, Jay. But what kind of a problem are you having? How can I help you?”

He looked around, as if to be sure no one was listening. No fear of that. Channel Five’s crew had gone home. “Let’s just say I’m in a bit of, uh, hot water, and I need a safe place to stay until I finish some writing. Do you know anywhere I can hole up? I’m trying to avoid hotels and motels. Checked out of one yesterday morning and ended up sleeping in my car.”

As always, she decided quickly. “Come to our place. Bill and I live eight miles from here; it’s just south of Alexandria. We have empty bedrooms, because both of our girls are away.”

“Where are your girls?”

“Martha goes to Northwestern, but this summer she’s involved in a self-help project in Detroit. Janie, our sixteen-year-old, is in Mexico City for three weeks, helping build houses for people.”

Jay raised his eyebrows. “You and Bill have done something right with those kids. As for your offer of a room, that would be perfect, Louise. I won’t bother you. I’ll eat out; if I could just stay for a week or so, it would be a lifesaver.”

A week! The warmth of this reunion suddenly evaporated, and cold reality set in. There went that window of opportunity, that interlude alone with Bill, without kids, without company, maybe making mad love on the living room floor. It dissolved instantly in the name of an old and once very torrid friendship.



Houseguests Are Like Gardens—Both Should Be Low-Maintenance
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BIG BLUEGRASS LAWNS AND FUSSY flowers such as black-spot-prone tea roses are habits we can give up, just like smoking. They don’t fit into the American gardening scene as they used to, for leisure is ephemeral. Few of us live the life of the Victorian lady who had the time to walk up and down the borders with a basket on her arm, dallying with the flowers and picking off diseased leaves by hand. Instead, we are a nation of frenetic, fast-moving people, balancing our time between jobs, shopping, errands, taking kids to game practice, plugging into the Internet, ministering to aging parents, and sneaking away occasionally for a couple of hours’ relaxation at a movie.

And still we garden. To many of us, it is an oasis in the midst of our busy lives, a spiritual refreshment that we simply cannot do without. But when is there even the time for gardening? The way we do it is to garden smarter. Through sheer necessity, we are turning to low-maintenance methods that reduce garden labor to two hours or less a week.

There are two principles involved in low-maintenance gardening: plant selection and plant care. Of course, this entire subject may depress the person who has large expanses of bluegrass lawn and beds of perennials with the equivalent of PMS. This is a gardener who is chained to his or her garden, both financially and timewise, and who probably doesn’t stint on chemical pest control and heavy fertilization.
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