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Tuesday Lunch






For some reason Jim Ward can get away with his lack of commitment to lunch dates. I think it’s because he’s head of Shelbyville’s homicide department. Stan Dowdy, on the other hand, does video for the university. “Does video” isn’t an adequate description of all that he does—but it’s the shorthand description he uses. Who am I to challenge it?


When I'd called Jim about lunch he'd hesitated, then said, "Sure, try to get a table instead of a booth." Stan had done his usual dithering. I realize it's hard to tell your clients no when most of them are senior administrators at the university, but I tease him about having classic male commitment issues as often as I can.


Neither had called to say they couldn't make it so here I was at the Happy Buddha, a Chinese restaurant in an upscale strip mall near the university, sitting by myself at one of the tables for four next to the wall, menus on the table, silverware wrapped up in napkins, and no Jim—or Stan.


I particularly like going to the Happy Buddha in the fall and spring. The owners have taken something of a minimalist attitude to heat and air conditioning—physical comfort-wise anyway—and we are talking about Shelbyville, Alabama. Most restaurants are like meat lockers during the summer—but not the Happy Buddha.


So the temperature was more comfortable but the longer I sat there by myself occupying a table for four as the restaurant filled up with the lunch crowd, the more uncomfortable I felt. I’d ordered iced tea, but had held off on ordering anything else. It wasn’t that I didn’t know what I wanted—I’d learned the menu pretty well while I was working and it hadn’t changed. The issue was that if I ordered, my food would be here before my friends. The Happy Buddha didn’t waste time.


I was peering at the door trying to spot Stan or Jim when the people at the booth next to my table stood up. One headed back to where the restrooms were. The other turned my way, dropped the check folder, and kicked it under the table—all in one smooth motion. The Happy Buddha, like so many restaurants, hides the actual bill—a slip of paper—in a little folder—perhaps in the interests of privacy.


“Whoops!” The woman laughed. “I couldn’t do that again if I tried!”


I reached under the table, grabbed the folder, stood up, and handed it to her. Her laugh had jarred my memory. A pretty woman, some twenty years my junior. “I’m sorry, don’t you work at the university? I’m James Crawford. Don’t I know you?”


Her eyes twinkled, she gave a mock curtsy, and flashed a wide smile. “Why thank you for remembering, kind sir! I’m Reata.”


I snapped my fingers. “Graphic artist, right? You do web design—really beautiful stuff as I recall.”


“Now you’ve really made my day!”


Stan walked up. “Hey, Reata, what’s the creative director of special projects up to?”


“Being late for a meeting.” She glanced at her watch. “And that’s why I took an early lunch. Gotta run! Thanks for picking up my check, Mr. Crawford! Bye, Stan.”


She bustled off and Stan looked at me quizzically. I shook my head. “She dropped it and I picked it up—that way.” 


“Sorry I’m late.” Stan pulled a chair out, sat, and grabbed a menu. “I had some faculty member show up with ‘a simple question, really,’ of course it was neither simple nor a single question.” He sighed and shook his head.


“Faculty,” Stan observed, “what can you do? Don’t have a job without ’em, can’t kill them.”


“Talking murder, Stan?” Ward’s deep voice came from behind me. He must have gone to the restroom first to come to the table from that direction. He edged around me and I pulled forward to give him some extra room. “If so, I suggest discussing it with an attorney, not a private investigator. At least the attorney could claim client privilege.” Jim sat and pushed the table out a little to give himself some more room. I don’t know if Jim had been reading Westerns or if it was one of those continuing education courses every professional has to take, but lately he’d taken to sitting with his back to the wall—just like a sheriff in the Wild West—as if somebody was out to get him.


I guess it says something about me that I’d noticed the change and it says even more that—until now—I’d never considered the idea that maybe somebody was out to get him. Homicide detectives aren’t universally loved.


“Is it safe to be sitting with you?”


Jim didn’t respond, he calmly flipped the menu over to the lunch specials side and started running his finger down the page.


“Huh?” Stan sat up straight and turned in his seat to look around at the other customers. “Why wouldn’t it be safe to sit with a policeman?” He turned back around to look at Jim and me.


“Pay no attention to the comedian.” Ward flipped the menu back over to see what was available for supper, I guess. I hadn’t had as many lunches with Jim as I’ve had with Stan even though I’ve known Jim longer. But it always seemed to me that Jim never remembered what was on the menus of the places we’d frequent for lunch. Or, maybe food wasn’t as important to Jim as it was to people like me—and Stan.


“Ready to order?” I didn’t recognize the waiter, which was hardly surprising. The waitstaff turnover was pretty steady, mostly students working their way through college.


He glanced at me first. I suppose because I’d already ordered a drink. “General chicken, hot and sour soup, and fried rice. No, make it steamed rice.” Food was important to me, but so was fitting into my clothes. 


Stan shrugged his shoulders and ordered. “Chicken and mushrooms, steamed rice, hot and sour soup, and water, no lemon.”


The waiter looked at Jim who paused and then rattled his order off. “Egg drop soup and the combination fried rice. Oh, and hold the egg roll will you?”


“Hold the egg roll.” The guy nodded. “What to drink?”


“Eh?” Jim glanced at the table and saw what I was drinking. “Iced tea, unsweet, with a glass of water too—no lemon.”


The waiter walked away.


“So why don’t you take off your jacket, Jim? I’m sure you’d be more comfortable.” For some reason I wasn’t going to let the back-to-the-wall issue drop. Stan and I were in shirtsleeves but Jim was wearing a suit, just as you’d expect of the head of homicide. 


Ward glared at me but it was Stan that spoke. “What’s going on? What am I missing?”


I pointed at the empty chair with its back facing the lunch crowd. “It used to be that Captain Ward would have walked right up to the table and sat in that chair. Today he comes in the only entrance to the restaurant, checks to see who’s here, even goes so far as to check the restrooms in the back, works his way around to our table, and then takes a seat with his back to the wall, even if I was in the way.” I was talking to Stan but looking at Jim.


“He’s wearing his underarm holster instead of the one he usually wears—you remember, the one that fits in the small of his back. The underarm holster makes a bulge in his coat and, for some reason best known to him, means he keeps his jacket on.” I paused. “But it means he can get his gun out faster.”


The waiter took this opportunity to deliver the drinks. Not that he was waiting for a pause in the conversation. The timing was just right. He put the iced tea down in front of Jim and gave him one of the waters. Stan got the other water, and the waiter took my glass off to refill.


“It’s no big deal.” Jim took a sip of water. “The guy is stupid and belligerent. He’ll be back in jail before too long. Meanwhile—” He shrugged his shoulders.


“Mama Ward didn’t raise no stupid children.” I smiled, relieved. “Glad to hear you know who it is.”


“Yeah, he’s too stupid even to make it anonymous. Had to shout his threats out in front of witnesses. Chief Boyd heard about it and now I’m under orders to take ‘all reasonable precautions.’”


“Does that include not eating alone?” Stan grinned. “Having others at the table probably means he’d hesitate to shoot, right?”


“Not this guy.” Jim peeled the paper strip off the rolled up napkin and silverware. “I told you he was stupid.”


The waiter reappeared with my tea and two egg rolls. He put one plate in front of Stan and the other in front of me.


Stan and I looked at each other and shrugged. I’d never been able to get any member of the waitstaff at the Happy Buddha to ever “hold the egg roll” despite years of trying.


“Maybe it’s the suit,” said Stan.


I looked up at the waiter. “Spicy mustard?” He reached into his apron and pulled out a squeeze bottle, put it on the table, and disappeared.


Stan spooned some of the red sweet sauce onto his saucer. It was always on the table at the Happy Buddha along with the salt, pepper, soy sauce, and a bowl of crunchy noodle things. I squeezed some hot mustard onto my plate, dipped a corner of the egg roll into the pool, and considered why the mustard wasn’t left out too.


My eyes filled with tears and I wondered, not for the first time, why I did that to myself. I was never sure how spicy it was going to be and never prepared for how spicy it could be. Maybe the Happy Buddha doesn’t leave the mustard out because of liability issues. I could hear their attorney. “He requested the mustard. Not our problem.”


Jim was sitting back in his chair eyeing the room. “I think they use some of the stuff that’s in tear gas.”


I blinked at Jim through the film of tears. “That reminds me,” I gasped. “Wanted to talk to you about defensive weapons.”


Jim and Stan exchanged glances. They both looked puzzled. I took a swallow of tea and started to feel more like myself. “The tear gas comment reminded me. You know how some people carry pepper spray or stun guns for defense.”


They both nodded as the waiter returned with our bowls of soup and a bowl of the crunchy noodle things. Good deal, since I’d eaten most of what had been on the table while I was waiting.


Stan nodded. “Sure. The kinda thing you carry in case you’re hassled. Don’t want to hurt anybody but—”


Jim snorted. “You two guys are something else. What did you call them? Defensive weapons? A weapon’s just a weapon.”


“Oh, come on Ward. Some weapons are more defensive than others—like pepper spray and stun guns. You know what I’m trying to say.” I picked up my spoon.


“Tranquilizer dart guns and rubber bullets.” Stan chimed in. “Stuff like that.”


Jim just shook his head, took a spoonful of egg drop soup, and swallowed. “A weapon’s a weapon and that’s all there is to it. Oh, you may use it defensively, but it doesn’t mean you couldn’t use it offensively either. Don’t kid yourselves. If it can protect, it can attack.”


Stan and I realized we were on shaky ground arguing with a man who had a pistol tucked under his arm. I was glad my soup was good. I had the feeling I was about to have to eat my words as well. “Okay, okay. I had just been doing a little Internet research and wondered what you thought about them.”


“Defensive,” Jim hit the word hard, “weapons? Why were you doing that? You figure Bobby needs extra protection now that she’s hanging around with you?”


As that was the reason I’d started poking around investigating different weapons on the Internet, I didn’t have much to say. I had realized that private investigation might be hazardous for friends of the investigator as well as the investigator himself.


“Pass the crunchy things would you?” Stan pushed the bowl toward me and I picked it up and shook some of them into my soup.


We all sat quietly eating soup for a minute or so. The waiter returned with our main courses and, after sorting out who’d ordered what, we continued eating in silence.


I decided to man up. “Well, the thought had occurred to me.”


“Thank God for that, anyway.” Stan ducked his head and concentrated on his chicken and mushrooms after his outburst. 


“I agree,” Jim sprinkled some soy sauce over his fried rice. I’d wondered if the Happy Buddha had cut back on salt in order to serve healthier food or to save money. Judging by the amount of soy sauce Jim was using they weren’t saving money. “Glad to hear you might be developing some common sense to go along with that Sherlock stuff you do. You still against carrying?” He shook his head. I didn’t have to speak. “I know, I know. Guess I’ll have to be pleased that you’re thinking about learning how to walk instead of wishing you’d learn to run.”


“I carried a pistol in the Shore Patrol—a .45 caliber something—and didn’t like it—or the feeling it gave me.”


“You ever use it?” Stan looked curious. He had paused with his fork in the air.


Jim looked thoughtful. “That was the Colt M1911. The way it kicked it was a bitch to hit anything with.”


“Right. I was told by a bunch of instructors I’d have a better chance of hitting the target with a baseball.”


Jim snorted. “Drill instructors aren’t very original with their insults. The U.S. used that pistol from WWI to Vietnam. It hit plenty of targets.”


“Is that right?” I turned back to Stan. “Never had reason to fire it. Carrying a gun—or just ‘carrying,’ as Jim puts it—affects people in different ways. Some of the other guys in the Shore Patrol were a little more—” I groped for the word. “Enthusiastic, if you will—about having—no, getting—to wear a weapon than I was. For them it was a fringe benefit of the job—along with the nightstick.”


“So what about carrying a nightstick?” Jim was peering at what was left of the mound of fried rice that had been on his plate. “Clubs are pretty good weapons too.”


“Actually, I was thinking about canes. The other day I came across a site—”


“Something wrong with the rice, Jim?” Stan had noticed the same thing that I had.


“Just trying to see how many shrimp you get in the combination. There’s plenty of chicken, some beef, but I think I’ve run out of shrimp.”


Stan and I looked at each other. I spoke.


“And you were expecting?”


He looked up from the plate. “Equal amounts of each, why?”


Stan and I laughed. We’d figured that out years ago. “You got equal amounts. You’ve just got to measure by cost—not quantity!”
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We’d finished our lunch, checked out our fortune cookie fortunes, paid our bills, and stepped outside. Stan was still grumbling about how he hated fortunes that were just sayings. It was semantics that bothered him. He’d have been happier if they called them message cookies—or something like that. I’d suggested that he think of them as “phrase cookies,” but he wasn’t buying it. 


It was fall in Shelbyville and the sunlight seemed cleaner—sharper somehow—it must be the angle of the sun and the lower humidity. It was pleasant and we lingered before heading to our cars.


I was wondering at my fortune: “Your business ventures will have unexpected rewards.”


“What’s up for Thanksgiving?” Stan spoke around the toothpick in his mouth.


Jim had picked up a toothpick when he paid his check and was fiddling with it like some ex-smokers do. Stan was chewing on his toothpick. He’d left food on his plate, which only happened when he was “cutting back” as he put it. When that didn’t work, it led to the start of some kind of diet. Hmmm. Might have added to his irritation with the cookie too.


“Same plan as everybody else, I guess.” Jim patted his stomach. “Eat too much and then groan about it. Vivian’s doing the turkey and her family is coming over. How about you? You going to your sister’s in Birmingham?”


“Absolutely. She’s a great cook and there will be just enough family to last me until Christmas—maybe longer depending on who all comes.” Stan turned to me. “And you?”


“Bobby’s coming over and I’m going to cook Rock Cornish hens with pine nut stuffing. Can’t see cooking a turkey for just two.”


Jim raised an eyebrow. “Just the two of you? Not going anywhere this year?”


What Bobby and I were doing for Thanksgiving hadn’t been an issue last year and I wasn’t sure about next year—I mean I don’t think we were sure—either one of us. “Not for Thanksgiving. We’re going to Tennessee the next weekend.” I held up my hand. “Not Thanksgiving weekend, the weekend after—the weekend after the end of college football—well the regular season anyway.”


We were old enough to remember when Thanksgiving was the end of college football until the bowl games—if your team was lucky enough to be invited to a bowl game. Things were certainly different now. Now there were so many bowl games it was almost an insult not to be invited.


Stan cocked his head and pulled the toothpick out of his mouth. “What’s in Tennessee?”


“A wedding. Bobby’s close friend’s niece is getting married—it’s kind of a destination wedding only the destination is a Roman Catholic summer camp.” It sounded lame when I said it, but it was the truth.


“You’re going to Tennessee to go to a wedding?” Both Jim and Stan looked puzzled.


“Hey,” I said, throwing up my arms. “It’s better than a funeral.”










Thanksgiving Day






I’d given up on the Rock Cornish game hens and decided to go with chicken piccata instead. I’d talked it over with The Black and we’d agreed. Sometimes it was hard to tell if the cat approved or not, but this hadn’t been one of those times. It had been a warm fall in Shelbyville—something of a heat wave the last couple of days—and I didn’t feel like firing up the oven. Anyway, it was my first Thanksgiving with Bobby and it seemed appropriate to start a new tradition. For that matter it was the first Thanksgiving after I'd retired from the university. The first one since I started my new career as a private investigator.


I'd gotten that first case right after my retirement—retirement party, that is. I’d stopped going in to work days before. Sean Thomas—the man I worked for until I retired in order to get away from him—had dropped dead at the party and some other partygoers had gotten sick from the potato salad. Then they found Sean’s deputy hanging from a beam in his apartment. That was when the university's provost, Rufus George, had hired me to find out what was going on.


I had barely finished figuring out who had murdered both of them when the director of the university Press had been shot dead in his office. Bobby worked at the Press and had been a suspect until the head of homicide pointed out she’d been with him when the guy was murdered. We’d been together celebrating my first case.


I wondered what Rufus was doing for Thanksgiving. Sometimes he and his wife, Ellen, spent the holiday with her family in Virginia. Bobby normally spent the holiday in Cranbury, Tennessee, where she grew up. Her parents were deceased, as were mine, but most of her extended family still lived there. Bobby’s sister-cousin Rebecca—also known as Bex—and her husband, Jack, lived there, and she had other cousins scattered throughout Lee County. This year there was a wedding she wanted to go to the weekend after the Thanksgiving weekend. She’d decided not to go north two weekends in a row.


I’d met Rebecca and Jack at The Festival back in October. The day after I’d found Dot Field’s dead body in her tent. The memory made me flinch. Anyway, they were down visiting Bobby and helped me figure out just how Dot had been killed—and who had done it.


As for me, I had cousins scattered all over Jemison County who’d have been glad to let me crash their holiday feast—some had even checked to make sure I wasn’t going to be alone for the holiday. She wasn’t family but Vivian Ward had tried to talk me into coming to Thanksgiving dinner—and bringing Bobby—just like the old days when my wife, Eleanor, and I would occasionally join them.
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I had covered the raw chicken breast halves in sheets of plastic wrap—one half per sheet—making sure there was plenty of room for the chicken to spread when I flattened it. That was another reason to go with chicken piccata. It had originally been Jim’s recipe. Eleanor and I had never cooked it ourselves. I didn’t start making it until after the accident. It was part of Jim Ward’s support therapy, helping me cope with Eleanor’s death.


Like I said. It seemed like a good time to start some new traditions or at least make a break with the past.


I picked up the mallet and started pounding the breasts with the flat side. The idea is to make the chicken a consistent thickness so that it all cooks at the same rate. The hammering woke Tan and she got up off of her dog bed and came over to the counter—tail slowly waving back and forth. I didn’t think there was anything out that she wanted and—after carefully sniffing—she came to the same conclusion and went over to stand in the doorway to the laundry room. If I was going to be making that kind of noise, she’d go sleep outside—if I would open the door for her.


My hands weren’t messy—one of the nice things about using the plastic wrap—so, after checking to make sure The Black was nowhere around, I followed Tan into the laundry room and opened the door to the backyard. Tan might not have been interested in raw chicken, but you could be pretty sure the cat would be. 


I could have waited until Bobby got here to pound the chicken, but it was early in the day and I had plenty of time. Besides, I had decided to make extra and freeze it. It didn’t make sense to me to go to all this trouble just for one meal for two people.


It didn’t take long to finish flattening the meat. At this point, I’d pounded the chicken into rough circles which were too large to use so I cut them into smaller pieces—palm size. Once I had cut it all into similar-sized pieces, I washed the knife. It was carbon steel—a wedding present long ago—and would rust if I wasn’t careful. Carefully I dried the blade and slipped it into the wooden box-of-knives holder that sat on the counter. The knife fit into its niche so snugly it was like the box had been made for it, though it hadn’t been. I liked the sensation of slipping the knife into its nest, snug and tight.


This was where my recipe began to differ from Jim’s. He just coated the chicken with flour seasoned with salt and pepper. I dipped the cutlets in buttermilk before dredging them through a mixture of flour, Panko bread crumbs, and grated parmesan cheese along with salt and pepper. At this point I could freeze some for later and keep out a few pieces for today.


Later on, when Bobby was here, I’d sauté the chicken in a mixture of olive oil and butter until the coating was golden brown, transfer the chicken to a plate, deglaze the pan with wine and lemon juice, add some more butter, and throw in some rinsed capers. Within minutes you’ve got a killer sauce. It’s good with angel hair pasta, a green salad, and some good crusty bread. I like to serve a dry, crisp white wine with it—like a pinot grigio.
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It seemed a little odd to be eating Thanksgiving dinner on the screen porch, but it was an odd meal to be serving for Thanksgiving anyway. Bobby hadn’t minded the absence of turkey, cornbread stuffing, gravy, candied yams, green beans, cranberry sauces (jellied, whole berried, or both), yeast rolls, pickled peaches, relish tray, homemade noodles, and whatever else makes up a traditional Thanksgiving dinner. Neither one of us missed the crowd that usually came along with it, either. Tan and The Black had joined us out on the porch, but they’d both fallen asleep soon enough. There’s no feeding anything but humans from my table.


“Wine?” I picked up the bottle. “Please notice that I didn’t say ‘more wine’ as that would imply that I was keeping track of how much wine you’ve been served.”


Bobby smiled. “I think you’re a dirty old man who is plying me with liquor with ulterior motives in mind.” She held her glass out. “Please.”


“Please to the ulterior motives or the wine?”


“The wine first. Then I’d like to hear more about these ulterior motives of yours—what you’re going to do after you have plied me with liquor.”


I waited to reply until I’d finished pouring both of us our second glass of wine. “I never mentioned any motives—hidden or not—you made that up.”


Bobby sighed and shook her head. “A girl can dream, can’t she?”


I laughed. “And there are two more just like you back home? When I met Bex I could see how much alike you and she are. There’s another one?”


“Sure, Bobby, Bex, and Bunny. They called us the Three Bs when we were growing up together. A terrible trio we were.” She shook her head and looked thoughtful. “We thought we were so brave and daring—always getting into trouble. And, lord, did we have fun together.”


“Like the Three Musketeers, eh? Did it bother you that there were really four of them?”


“No it didn’t.” Bobby smiled. “We were a lot like the Three Musketeers. Bex was on the fencing team in college. She won awards and contests. She’s teaching fencing to women now—some kind of support group—empowerment thing.”


“Really? Remind me not to pick a knife fight with her.”


I took a sip of my wine. It was as crisp and clean as I’d remembered. “I’d have to say your story about all three of you climbing to the top of the water tower in the middle of the night sounded foolhardy—not to say suicidal—something the Three Musketeers might have done. Not that I’ve got any room to talk.”


“Is that so?” Bobby arched her eyebrows. “Care to enlighten me? What dark secrets are you hiding from me? After all, I told you about the water tower.”


“Right. And if we were talking about going to Edward’s sister’s daughter’s wedding, I might tell you about the lemon-lime Icees—or I might not.” I stopped and scratched my head. “That is the relationship, right? This isn’t Bunny’s daughter who’s getting married. It’s her sister’s.”


“That’s right. Zelda is Prissy’s daughter even though she’s closer to her Aunt Bunny than she is to her mother. Zelda and Prissy are like oil and water.”


“Not that uncommon between mother and daughter, or so I’ve heard.” In a couple of minutes we’d clear the table and have after-dinner drinks but right now I was content just to sit across the table from Bobby. “What am I supposed to call this woman? Does she still go by Prissy? And what about Bunny?”


“Frances Paula? She wanted us to call her ‘Fairy Princess’ when we were little—she was Bunny’s younger sister. That’s why we called her Prissy.” Bobby cocked her head. “Why do we put it that way? ‘Younger sister’ when there weren’t any other sisters? The comparative when there’s nothing to compare it to?”


“You’re asking me?”


She waved her hand. “Never mind. She goes by Frances Paula—or Mrs. Robertson. I still call her Prissy but I can see where you might not want to.”


“Shoot, I know people called ‘Sister’ who’re no kin of mine. I could handle Prissy. I think.” I thought about it for a second. “I don’t think I’d call a man Brother, but Prissy, yeah. What about Bunny?”


“She’d like it if you’d call her that.”


I nodded and muttered to myself, “Jack, Bex, Bunny, Prissy, and . . . and—”


“Zelda,” prompted Bobby.


“Right. The bride-to-be is Zelda. Groom—Arnold Gold.” I sat back, satisfied, and saw that Bobby had a puzzled expression on her face. I raised my eyebrows questioningly.


“So it’s going to be all right? Us going to the wedding as a couple?” She sat back in her seat.


I had known Bobby for several years but it had only been since I retired that we’d been—what’s the expression—dating? Together? No, we weren’t at “together” just yet, but we seemed to be headed in that direction. Whatever the expression is, we were still learning about each other.


“To the wedding of a young woman who is the niece of a special friend of yours? A wedding where I won’t know more than two other people—one of whom is another special friend of yours? Is that what you mean?”


“Don’t forget that it’s being held at a Catholic summer camp—in December—out in the middle of nowhere and we’ll be staying there overnight.”


We looked at each other and I knew it wasn’t the time for joking. I shrugged and spoke carefully. “At least it’s a wedding. They’re fun—a celebration. I’ve never been to a destination wedding before—that’s what you called it, right? A destination wedding?”


“Right. And one of the reasons I want to be there is because Bunny’s been sick—cancer treatment. Bex and I are worried about her.”


“So you’ll be surrounded by people you know and I don’t, you’ll be spending extra time with Bunny—and Bex—we’ll be out in the middle of nowhere—probably won’t even have Internet access, and you’re wondering why I want to go?”


Bobby’s eyes were big. She swallowed and nodded.


“Because you invited me.”










Friday Morning






Bobby had taken Friday off, so we had all day to get to Camp Serenity—the Roman Catholic summer camp that was the destination of the destination wedding. Cranbury was only forty miles or so past Nashville, so it was an easy drive—interstate almost all the way. According to Bobby, Cranbury was a four- to four-and-a-half-hour drive, and from there to the camp was another forty-five minutes. The road from Cranbury to Camp Serenity was most certainly not interstate.


Bobby said Jack claimed the camp was so close to the Kentucky state line that the campers played basketball instead of football. She thought he was exaggerating but it did give me a good idea how far away it was—and how far into the country.


We were taking my 4Runner because the directions to the camp mentioned a dirt road and it was December. The weather had been warm for November, but not that dry. I’d had some experience with muddy backroads in Alabama and, while things might be different in Tennessee-almost-Kentucky, I didn’t think the 4Runner’s less efficient gas mileage warranted the risk. Why have an SUV if you’re not going to take advantage of its utility vehicle features. Besides, her Honda’s trunk was tiny. We had lots of room for luggage in the 4Runner.


We left midmorning, planning on stopping somewhere along the way for lunch. We promised each other that we would stop for real food—a pleasant sit-down lunch—instead of frequenting any of the innumerable fast-food joints that clustered at every interstate exit.


That’s not entirely true, after all I am talking about Alabama and on into Tennessee. At some of those exits there’s nothing—nothing at all but a road going east and west—the interstate runs north and south.


We’d gotten through Birmingham, the only big city between Shelbyville and Nashville, and were making good time driving north on Interstate 65. We were idly chatting about this and that, letting the flow of conversation include comfortable pauses. I considered it a very positive sign that we could be together and neither of us felt compelled to say something. Periods of silence weren’t threatening.
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“So how did you find out that Pauline Riggs likes to house-sit? Pet-sit, I should say.”


I kept my eyes on the road. The 4Runner sits up higher than most cars and I appreciate the view that gives me. It makes it a little easier to keep track of the would-be NASCAR drivers who like to whip in and out of lanes as they violate the speed limit. Of course, most of us on the highway were speeding—just some of us more than others.


“At your party celebrating the end of The Festival. She and Tan hit it off and she said if I ever needed somebody to take care of her, she’d love to. She can’t have pets in her apartment and she loves dogs and cats. Besides she likes a break from her roommate now and then.”


“You’re calling the event at my townhouse where you explained how and why Dot Fields got murdered an ‘end of The Festival’ party?”


“That’s what it was—originally. Right?”


Out of the corner of my eye I could see Bobby shaking her head. “I don’t think you describe an event by what it started out to be—you describe it by what actually happened.”


“Okay. It was at the party where Pauline met Tan—and Mr. Whiskers, too. How’s that?” The brake lights of the car I was behind blinked red and I could see the lights of the cars further in front flash red. I tapped the brakes a couple of times to send the message on back to the drivers behind me, then began to seriously slow down. It looked like the signs that had warned of road construction ahead were coming true. There might even be workers present—on a Friday morning.


Finally we saw the signs indicating the left-hand lane was closed ahead. My fellow drivers and I began to consolidate into two lanes. I’d been in the center lane but moved over to the right-hand lane, next to the shoulder. That lane looked like it was moving faster, but it didn’t matter. You can wear yourself out trying to get into the fastest lane. Everybody’s speed dropped until we were all under the normal speed limit—it felt like we were creeping along. As congested as the traffic was, I was just as happy we had slowed. Signs promised that there was going to be road construction for the next twelve miles and I mentally revised our estimated time of arrival.


A bright yellow car zipped by us on the right, cruising along the shoulder. “Damn.” The last time I’d checked it hadn’t been in my rearview mirror and its appearance beside the passenger door startled me.


We watched as the car vanished into the distance around a bend, passing everyone law-abiding enough to stay on the roadway.


“What a jerk. I hate that.” Bobby must have been startled too.


“Yeah, can’t stand the ‘but me’ people.”


“The what?”


“Haven’t I bored you with this before?” I checked the rearview mirror. Behavior like that usually spawned imitators but the shoulder was empty. “You know, the ‘but me’ people. The ones that believe everybody should obey the law—everybody but me. I agree with you. Can’t stand people who act that way.”


“It’s not that they are breaking the law so much, it’s—” Bobby paused.


“Of course not. I was speeding before this construction and will be again, once it clears. The problem with the ‘but me’ type is that they depend on the rest of us obeying the law to get away with what they’re doing.”


“How so?”


“If the rest of us weren’t sitting here in our lanes creeping along, that jerk couldn’t have used the shoulder—also known as the breakdown lane—to pass us by. Hope there’s nobody actually broken down on the shoulder.” 


“I never thought of it that way.”


“And he’s depending on somebody letting him back in line when he wants in.” I shook my head. “And somebody will.”


We’d been on a straight stretch of road and I could see pretty far behind. I glanced at the mirror and saw that a but-me kind of person had taken to the shoulder. “Here comes another one.”


Bobby grinned. “So why don’t you straddle this lane and the shoulder? That should block him.”


I looked at her in surprise. “What a wicked idea!” I eased over until I’d partially blocked the shoulder. In the mirror I could see the car behind suddenly slow down.


She smiled. “I’ve got a cousin in Houston who is famous in the family for doing just that. We’ve named it after her. We call it an Anne Eisner.”


I drove half-on, half-off the shoulder for a mile or so while the guy behind me flashed his lights and honked. Even as slow as the traffic was going, that made for a rough ride, so I relented, pulled back on the road, and let the car pass me on the right. As he passed, the driver gave me a one-fingered salute.
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Before the construction ended we passed a highway patrol car parked on the shoulder in front of a line of stopped cars. Among them was the bright yellow car followed by the car whose driver had saluted me. The lights were flashing as the policeman slowly walked down the line. Neither Bobby nor I could resist smiling.


After that it was pretty much clear sailing. There were one or two drivers camped out in the left lane, but that’s not unusual and only somewhat annoying. I’d hooked my smartphone up to the car for music. I couldn’t complain about the advertisements or the disc jockey’s taste in music—and Bobby was polite enough not to mention it if she didn’t care for mine—taste in music, that is.


We crossed the Tennessee line and I was able to point out one of my favorite billboards. Set just behind a small graveyard, it advertised a motel with “pool, WiFi, and 24-hour rest.” Every time I drove that route I checked to see if the sign had been replaced, but so far, whoever paid for the advertising had as wry a sense of humor as I did. What else should you advertise over a cemetery but 24-hour rest?


I don’t know if showing Bobby that billboard made me more attuned to billboards or if the signs were new, but we came across a series of advertisements for Egbert’s BBQ—48 miles ahead, 42 miles, 39, 34, 28, and so on. A countdown until we got to the exit where this fabled BBQ could be found.


It might have been a regional difference or that the restaurants in Shelbyville haven’t caught up with the realities of modern advertising, but the really good BBQ joints in Shelbyville didn’t advertise or, if they did, they didn’t have to advertise forty miles away.


That was my opinion at any rate and I shared it with Bobby. Bringing up the topic of food made me realize I was more interested in lunch with every exit we passed.


“Let’s start looking for a place for lunch. Does that sound okay?”


“Suits me.” Bobby opened her purse and got out her smart phone. “Want me to see what’s around here?”


“Sounds great, as long as it’s not Egbert’s.”


“Of course not, besides I think the after rehearsal dinner is going to be BBQ. We’ll want something different.”


Bobby gave a muffled chuckle—almost a snort. “Well, here’s something different.”


I glanced over at her then back. “What’s that?”


“Ann’s Restaurant and Detailing—down-home country cooking and auto detailing. It’s the next exit.”


It was only two miles to that exit. I started moving over.
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Ann’s was a couple of miles down the road from the interstate according to the app, and the app was right. The restaurant was on the left-hand side of the road, so once I turned in to the parking lot I’d only have a right-hand turn to head back to the interstate. It would have made it easier to deal with the traffic. If there had been traffic.


The two-lane road got less and less urban the further we got from the interstate but we persevered and finally found it. There was a one-story cinderblock building painted white with a flat roof. Looming behind it was a metal building wider and twice as tall as the building it was attached to. The sign in front explained all—Ann’s Country Home Cooking and Professional Truck and Auto Detailing. 


The parking lot was almost empty, which should have been a bad sign, but we were late for the lunch crowd—besides we were having fun. I parked and got out of the car, hobbling a little. Should have stopped earlier just to walk around.


I have a tendency to stiffen up if I sit in the same position too long. Something The Black and I have had to come to grips with. Not very graciously on his part. Bobby looked alarmed, but I waved her off.


“Just need to walk around a second.”


She nodded, took out her cell phone, and took some pictures of the sign for Ann’s—as well as the place itself.


I walked around the side of the cement building, past the commercial grease trap to the edge of the metal addition. The metal roof covered a series of stalls where trucks and cars could be worked on individually. The bays were empty but from somewhere came the distinctive but not surprising smell of marijuana smoke.


With my knee working better, I turned around and together Bobby and I entered the home cooking part of Ann’s enterprises.


It was a large room that took up fully two-thirds of the length of the building. There was an order window on our left with a view of the kitchen behind it. Scattered around on the linoleum floor were Formica-topped tables that would seat two to four. The chairs were metal with plastic-covered foam cushions that were cracked and split from years of use. Three tables were occupied, two against the far wall and one on the near. At the one closest to the door into the kitchen, a woman was seated, stacks of what I took to be order slips on the table in front of her. At the next table, three men were slouched in their chairs, Styrofoam cups with straws poking out were in their hands; the fourth was eating a slice of chocolate cake with chocolate icing.


At the near table for two, a man sat hunched over his plate, poking at what was on it with a fork.


The four men glanced our way, dismissed us as tourists, and went back to idly insulting each other in friendly camaraderie.


The woman stood and carefully scooped up the piles of paper, clearly keeping them in some sort of order, nodded at us, and spoke. “Be right whitcha.”


I felt right at home. This was southern.


The woman pushed her way through a swinging door into the kitchen and reappeared at the window, pen and pad in hand.


On the wall next to her was the obligatory sign with its movable letters where fried chicken, hamburgers, hot dogs, sandwiches, sides, drinks, desserts, specialties, and prices were carefully but crookedly crowded into too little space. A small white board propped on a tripod listed the day’s specials.


I smiled and looked at Bobby who was reading the specials. The chocolate cake looked promising. I had no idea how good the rest of the cooking would be. Maybe Ann was better at detailing than cooking.


We were still standing there when the man sitting by himself pushed back from the table, stood up, wiped his mouth with his paper napkin, and dropped it on the table. “Food weren’t no good. Ought to be ashamed to serve it. Taste just like sawdust.” He didn’t look up, just peered into his wallet, fingering the bills.


“Hey, now!” One of the men spoke up. “There’s no call for that. You’ll be hurting Ann’s feelings.”


“You be quiet.” The woman’s voice was sharp and came quickly from the window. “And leave him alone.”


She raised her voice and spoke slowly as if talking to somebody hard of hearing. “You know you don’t got to pay if you’re not satisfied. All we ask is you just give us another chance, sometime.”


The man dropped a bill on the table, slipped his wallet into the front pocket of his overalls, and began to shuffle toward the door. “I don’t take charity. I pay my bills.”


He was tall and his clothes hung on him as if he’d lost weight. As he walked he held himself like he was afraid he might be coming apart and any movement could hurt.


Nobody spoke or moved until the door closed behind him and the bell that was attached to it rang.


The cake eater ran his finger across the now-empty plate and then licked it. “When did that old man get so mean? And what you doing letting him get away with saying the food’s no good?”


“Oh, that ain’t him talking. It’s the cancer—done eat him up inside. He hurts, nothing tastes good.” She shook her head. “Reminds me of my daddy before he passed. Even a good man can get testy when he’s hurtin’.”


She turned her attention to us—a broad smile spreading across her face. “Now what can I get you folks?”


Bobby spoke first. “I’m going with the fried chicken.”
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The fried chicken was a good choice, as was my fried catfish. Well fed, we rode in silence while we retraced our route to the interstate, merged onto the highway, and headed for Nashville. We were making good time and I enjoy driving. It took a little while before I realized that Bobby was quieter than usual.


“Wonder if Ann’s detailing is as good as her cooking.”


“Huh?” Bobby looked puzzled. “Oh, right, maybe so,” then fell silent again.


Ten miles later I tried again. “Penny for your thoughts.” I glanced at Bobby’s profile, then back to the road. There were tears in the corner of her eye.


“Bunny—that old man back there in the restaurant.” I caught a glimpse of motion out of the corner of my eye as she wiped her cheek.


“I thought you said she was ‘responding well’ to the treatments.”


“That’s what she says. Bex is worried though. That’s why she was so insistent that I come to the wedding. I think she’s not sure how much time—that we need to make—time can be so precious.”


We both fell silent then, each with our own thoughts of lost time and lost opportunities. The miles rolled past.
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