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Dedicated to

Mrs. C. McGhee Baxter

because it will make her holler,

“Why did you do that?”


 
Cast of Characters





Mary Minor Haristeen (Harry) The young postmistress of Crozet.



Mrs. Murphy
Harry's inquisitive and intelligent gray tiger cat.



Tee Tucker
Harry's faithful Welsh corgi.



Pewter
Harry's shamelessly fat gray cat.



Susan Tucker
Harry's best friend.



Fair Haristeen
An equine veterinarian, and Harry's ex-husband.



BoomBoom Craycroft
A tall, beautiful blonde who has always irritated Harry.



Miranda Hogendobber
A virtuous and kindly widow who works with Harry at the post office.



Tracy Raz
Miranda's former high-school sweetheart who reunited with her at their fiftieth reunion. Also a referee at UVA women's basketball games.



Reverend Herbert C. Jones
The beloved pastor of St. Luke's Lutheran Church.



Cazenovia and Elocution
Reverend Jones's two cats, whom he dotes on.



Big Marilyn (Big Mim) Sanburne
The undisputed queen of Crozet society.



Little Mim Sanburne
Big Mim's daughter who is still struggling for her own identity.



Tally Urquhart
Older than dirt, she says what she thinks when she thinks it, even to her niece, Big Mim.



Coach Debbie Ryan The motivated leader of the UVA women's basketball team.



Andrew Argenbright Coach Ryan's assistant coach with the women's team.



Rick Shaw
The overworked and understaffed Sheriff who prefers to play it by the book.



Cynthia Cooper
The sheriff's deputy and Harry's good friend.



Tazio Chappars
A young, brilliant architect, and a recent addition to the community. She's on the Parish Guild with Harry and BoomBoom at St. Luke's.



Brinkley
A half-starved yellow lab who loves Tazio.



Matthew Crickenberger
A powerful but generous businessman and contractor who also sits on the Parish Guild.



Fred Forrest 
The cantankerous and combative county building code inspector with a reputation for scrupulous, if sour, integrity.



Mychelle Burns
Fred's assistant. She models her behavior, unfortunately, on Fred's.



H. H. Donaldson
A fiercely competitive local contractor. Hot-tempered but good-hearted, yet he has a wandering eye.



Anne Donaldson
H.H.'s long-suffering wife. Though wary, an intelligent woman and a good mother.
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A gray sleety drizzle rattled against the handblown windowpanes in the rectory at St. Luke's Lutheran Church. As if in counterpoint, a fire crackled in the large but simple fireplace, the mantel adorned by a strip of dentil carving. The hands of that carver had turned to dust in 1797.

The members of the Parish Guild were seated in a semicircle around the fireplace, at a graceful coffee table in the middle. As anyone knows, serving on a board or a committee is a dubious honor. Most people recognize their duty in time to avoid it. However, the work must be done and some good folks bow their heads to the yoke.

Mary Minor Haristeen had succumbed to the thrill of being elected, of being considered responsible, by the congregation. This thrill thinned as the tangle of tasks presented themselves in meeting after meeting. She liked the physical problems better than the people problems. Fixing a fallen drainspout was within her compass of expertise. Fixing a broken heart, offering succor to the ill, well, she was learning.

The good pastor of St. Luke's, the Reverend Herbert C. Jones, excelled at both the people problems and teaching. He gladly gave of himself to any board member, any parishioner. As he'd baptized Mrs. Haristeen, nicknamed Harry, he felt a special affection for the good-looking woman in her late thirties. It was an affection bounteously returned, for Harry loved the Rev, as she called him, with all her heart.

Although the guild was bickering at this exact moment, it'd be fair to say that every member loved the Reverend Jones. It would be also fair to say that most of them liked—if not loved—Harry. The one exception being BoomBoom Craycroft who sort of liked her and sort of didn't. The feeling was mutual.

Like large white confetti, papers rested on the coffee table along with mugs. The aroma of coffee and hot chocolate somewhat dissipated the tension.

“We just can't go off half-cocked here and authorize an expenditure of twelve thousand dollars.” Tazio Chappars crossed her arms over her chest. She was an architect and a young, attractive woman of color, with an Italian mother and an African-American father.

“Well, we have to do something,” Herb said in his resonant, hypnotic voice.

“Why?” Tazio, combative, shifted in her seat.

“Because the place looks like hell,” Harry blurted out. “Sorry, Rev.”

“Quite all right. It does.” Herb laughed.

Hayden McIntyre, the town's general practitioner, was a fleshy man with an air of command if not a touch of arrogance. He slipped his pencil out from behind his ear and began scribbling on the budget papers which had been handed out at the beginning of the meeting. “Let's try this. I am not arguing replacing the carpet in the rectory. We've put this off for four years now. I remember hearing arguments pro and con when I first came on board. This is one of the loveliest, most graceful churches in the Piedmont and it should reflect that.” An appreciative murmur accompanied this statement. “I've broken this down into three areas of immediate need. First the sacristy: must be done.” He held up his hand as Tazio opened her mouth. “It must. I know what you're going to say.”

“No you don't.” Her hazel eyes brightened. “Well, okay, maybe you do. Pick up the carpet and sand the floors.”

“Tazio, we've been over that. We can't do that because the floorboards are so thin they can't take it.” Matthew Crickenberger, head of Charlottesville's largest construction firm, clapped his hands together softly for emphasis. “Those floorboards are chestnut. They've been doing their job since 1797 and frankly they're tired and we can't really replace them. If you think the bill for new carpeting is high, wait until you see the bill for chestnut flooring even if we could find it. Mountain Lumber up there off Route 29 might be able to scare some up and give us a preacher's price, but we're still talking about thousands and thousands of dollars. Chestnut is as rare as hen's teeth and we'd need a great deal of it.” He glanced down at his notes. “Six thousand square feet if we were to replace everything now under carpet and this doesn't factor in the other areas currently in use but not quite ready for recarpeting.”

Tazio exhaled, flopping back in her chair. She wanted everything just so but she didn't have to foot the bill. Still, it rankled to have a vision amputated because of a small pocketbook. Such was an architect's fate.

“Hayden, you had a plan?” Herb pushed the meeting along. No one wanted to be late to the basketball game and this discussion was eating up time.

“Yes,” he smiled, “what people see first is the sacristy. If we can't come to an arrangement among us, can we at least agree to go ahead with that? The cost would be about four thousand.”

“If we are going to have the place ripped up, then let's just get it over with. We know we have to do this.” BoomBoom, gorgeous as always, shimmered in her teal suede dress.

“I agree. We'll find the money someplace.”

“We'd better find the money first or we'll have to answer to the congregation in the church, in the supermarket, and”—Matthew winked at Harry—“in the post office.”

Harry, the postmistress, sheepishly smiled. “And you know my partner in crime, Miranda, is a member of the Church of the Holy Light, so she won't bail me out.”

The little gathering laughed. Miranda Hogendobber, who was a good thirty years older than Harry, quoted Scriptures with more ease than the Reverend Jones and while she tolerated other faiths she felt the charismatic church to which she belonged truly had the best path to Jesus.

As the humans batted around the cost, the need, and the choice of color for the carpeting, Harry's three dear friends lurked in the hallway outside the large room.

Mrs. Murphy, a most intelligent tiger cat, listened to the intensifying sleet. Her sidekick, a large round gray cat named Pewter, was getting fidgety waiting for the meeting to end. Tucker, the corgi, patient and steady as only a good dog can be, was happy to be inside and not outside.

The Christ cats—as Herb's two cats were called by the other animals—had escorted Murphy, Pewter, and Tucker around. They'd gossiped about every animal in the small Virginia town of Crozet, but as the meeting was entering its second hour, they'd finally exhausted that topic.

Cazenovia, the elder of the two cats, nestled down, her fluffy tail around her nose. A large calico, she had aged gracefully. The young foundling which Herb had taken in a few years ago, Elocution, had grown into a sleek pretty cat. A touch of Siamese in her, she never stopped talking.

“—tuna breath!” Elocution uttered this insult. “How can you stand it?”

“She doesn't.” Mrs. Murphy giggled.

They'd been discussing the blue jay who tormented Pewter. He also tormented Mrs. Murphy but with less enthusiasm, probably because he couldn't get a rise out of the tiger.

“Oh, I will snap his neck like a toothpick someday. You take my word for it,” Pewter promised.

“How thrilling,” Cazenovia purred.

“And un-Christian,” Tucker chuckled.

“Well, we are cats,” Pewter sniffed.

“That's right. Our job is to rid the world of vermin,” Elocution agreed. “Blue jays are beyond vermin. They're avian criminals. Picking up stones and dropping them on neighbors' eggs. Dropping you-know-what on freshly waxed cars. Do it on purpose. They'll sit in a tree and wait until the job is finished and then swoosh.” Elocution glanced up at the rat-a-tat on the window. “Not today.”

“Why don't blue jays go south in the winter?” Pewter mused. “Robins do.”

“Life in our barn is too good, that's why. Harry puts out birdhouses and gourds and then she plants South American maize for the ground birds, cowpeas, and bipolar lespedeza. The winter might be cold but she serves up all kinds of seeds for those dumb birds.”

“Birds are descended from flying reptiles,” Elocution announced with vigor. “That alone should warn us off.”

“What in the world is going on in there?” Tucker listened as Matthew Crickenberger raised his voice about labor costs.

“Say, have I shown you how I can open the closet where Herb stores the communion wafers?” Elocution puffed out her chest.

“Elo, don't do that,” Cazenovia warned.

“I'm just going to prove that I can do it.”

“They'll believe you. They don't need a demonstration.”

“I wouldn't mind,” Pewter laconically replied.

“Thanks, Pewter.” Cazenovia cast her a cold golden eye.

“Come on.” Elocution, tail held high, bounded down the hall.

The others followed, Cazenovia bringing up the rear. “I know I'll get in trouble for this,” the old girl grumbled.

Elocution skidded at the turn in the hall where it intersected with another hall traversing the width of the rectory, itself an old building constructed in 1834.

Pewter whispered to Mrs. Murphy, “I'm hungry.”

“You're always hungry.”

“I know, but you'd think the Rev would put a bowl of crunchies out somewhere. And I don't smell anything edible.”

“Me neither,” the mighty but small dog whispered, “and I have the best nose.”

[image: image]

“Here.” Elocution stopped in front of a closet under the stairwell that ascended to the second story. “You all stay here.”

“Elocution, this really isn't necessary,” Cazenovia sighed.

Ignoring her, the shiny cat hopped up the stairs then slipped halfway through the banisters. Lying on her side she could reach the old-fashioned long key which protruded from the keyhole. She batted at it, then grabbed it with both paws, expertly turning the key until the lock popped.

“Oh, that is impressive.” Pewter's eyes widened.

“The best part is, Herbie will flay Charlotte for leaving it unlocked.” Elocution laughed.

Charlotte was Herb's secretary, second in command.

As the lock opened, Elocution gave a tug and Pewter, quick to assist, pulled at the bottom of the door with her paw. The door swung open revealing bottles of red wine and a shelf full of communion wafers in cracker boxes with cellophane wrappers. Elocution knocked one on the floor then squeezed her slender body all the way through the banisters, dropping to the floor. Within a second she'd sliced the cellophane off the box, and using one extended claw, she opened the tucked-in end.

The odor of wafers, not unlike water crackers, enticed Pewter.

“Elocution, I knew you were going to do this,” Cazenovia fretted.

“Well, the box is open. We can't let it go to waste.” The bad kitty grabbed a wafer and gobbled it down.

Temptation. Temptation. Pewter gave in.

Cazenovia suffered a moment. “They're ruined now. The humans can't eat them.” She, too, flicked out wafers.

Tucker, being a canine after all, rarely worried about the propriety of eating anything. Her nose was already in the wafer box.

Mrs. Murphy allowed herself the luxury of a nibble. “Kind of tasteless.”

“If you eat enough of them you get a bready taste, but they are bland.” Cazenovia's statement revealed she'd been in the communion wafers more than once.

“Does this mean we're communicants?” Pewter paused.

“Yes,” Mrs. Murphy answered. “We're communicats.”

“What if I'm not a Lutheran? What if I'm a Muslim cat?”

“If you were a Muslim cat you wouldn't be living in Crozet.” Tucker laughed.

“You don't know. This is America. We have everything,” Pewter rejoined.

“Not in Crozet.” Cazenovia wiped her mouth with her paw. “You've got Episcopalians, Lutherans, and Catholics. More or less the same thing and I know Herb would have a fit, a total fit, if he knew I'd said that, but fortunately he doesn't know what I or any other cat in this universe has to say.” She took a deep breath. “Then you've got the Baptists busily fighting among themselves these days and then the charismatic churches and that's it.”

“Let's open a Buddhist shrine. Shake 'em up a little.” Elocution hiccuped. She'd eaten too many wafers too quickly.

“No. We build a huge statue of a cat with earrings like in ancient Egypt. Oh, I can hear the squeals now about paganism.” Mrs. Murphy laughed as the others laughed with her.

Tucker swiveled her ears. “Hey, gang, meeting's breaking up. Let's get out of here.”

“Help me push this back in the closet and close the door,” Elocution said with urgency.

Cazenovia knocked the box in as though it were a hockey puck. Tucker, larger than the cats, pushed against the door. It closed in an instant. They scrambled out of there. Luckily for them, the doors to the meeting room weren't yet open. They made it back in the nick of time.

“—tomorrow afternoon,” Matthew told Tazio.

“I'll be in the office.”

“I know you're disappointed about the chestnut flooring but, well.” Matthew shrugged.

“I guess I'm a perfectionist. That's what they say back at the office and on the sites, only they say it a lot more directly there.” She smiled.

“You've got a lot on your plate, young lady.” Hayden McIntyre joined them. “Your design for the new sports complex is just the most ingenious thing. Is that the right word?”

“As long as it's a good word.” Tazio picked up her coat hanging in the hall.

“I know H.H. has none for me.” Matthew shrugged.

“He'll get his shot.” Hayden shrugged right back.

Tazio pointedly did not comment on the animosity between Matthew and H. H. Donaldson, head of a rival construction firm. The bad blood had been made worse when Matthew won the bid to construct Tazio's new stadium. She had hoped H.H. would win the bid because she especially liked him, but she could work just fine with Matthew.

Herb walked out with Harry and BoomBoom. “I sure appreciate you girls coming on over here. You're a welcome addition to the guild.”

Both women had just begun their first terms, which lasted three years.

“I'm learning a lot,” Harry said.

“Me, too.”

“Look at these little angels.” Harry knelt down to pet all the cats and Tucker.

“If she only knew.” Elocution giggled.

“Don't be so smug,” Cazenovia chided her. “Humans don't know what we're talking about but they know smug.”

“I don't know what I'd do without those two.” Herb smiled benevolently. “They help write the sermons, they keep an eye on the parishioners, they leave little pawprints on the furniture.”

“I'm sure they've left them on the carpets, too.” BoomBoom liked cats.

“Well, that they have but I can hardly blame them for wearing those carpets out. Fortunately we are a well-attended church, but it does put wear and tear on the building.” Herb checked his watch. “Game's in an hour. You all going?”

“Yes,” the two women said in unison.

“Well, I'll see you there. I'd better go through the building and shut some of the doors. On these cold nights it saves on the heat bill. Gotta save it where I can.”

As he headed down the hall, Mrs. Murphy urged Harry, “Come on, Mom, let's get out of here!”

Cazenovia and Elocution hurried into the meeting room, flopping themselves on the sofa with a great show of nonchalance. Too great a show.

“See you, Rev,” Harry called out as she tossed on her coat, opening the door for her pets and BoomBoom.

“Whew,” Pewter breathed as she stepped outside into the nasty weather.
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The soon-to-be-replaced basketball stadium loomed out of the sea of asphalt like a giant white clam. That such unparalleled ugliness could be part of the University of Virginia, one of the most beautiful sites in America, was a dismal curiosity. Good thing that Mr. Jefferson was dead, for if he caught sight of the Clam he'd perish on the spot.

Harry had a new wool blanket which she fluffed up on the seat of her old truck with another older blanket for the cats and dog to snuggle in. The three friends would curl up together, burrowing in the blankets and keeping one another toasty, but not before they complained.

“I hate this!” Mrs. Murphy's eyes narrowed as Harry sprinted through the sleet to the stadium.

“I'd rather be here than there. I can stand the stomping and hollering. It's that buzzer.” Pewter completed two circles then lay down.

Tucker, ears forward, listened as people laughed in the bad weather, opened umbrellas, slipped in the sleet which was beginning to accumulate. “It must be hard not to have fur. Think of the money they have to spend on raincoats. Gore-Tex stuff costs a fortune. Barbour coats, too. That's the stuff that really works. But think how awful it must feel to get cold water on naked skin. Poor humans.”

Fred Forrest, the county building code inspector, walked by the truck. His hands were in his coat pockets, his perpetual frown in place.

“Think Herb found the desecrated communion wafers yet?” Pewter giggled, a high-pitched little infectious giggle.

“Can you imagine kneeling at the communion rail and being given a wafer with fang marks in it?” Mrs. Murphy joined in the giggles.

“I ate all mine. Did you two really just bite some?” Tucker snuggled in next to the cats who loved her thick fur.

“Oh sure. That's half the fun.” Pewter's sides shook.

Tucker laughed, too. “Gee, I wish I could take communion.”

“Have to go to catechism first,” Pewter saucily replied. “Of course, we have already done cattychism.”

They nearly fell off the bench seat laughing.

“Know what else?” Mrs. Murphy, in the spirit, said. “Have you ever noticed how when they say the Lord's Prayer it sounds like ‘Lena shot us into temptation'?”

“You're terrible.” The small but powerful dog pretended to be horrified.

“God gave us a sense of humor. That means we're supposed to use it,” Pewter resolutely declared.

“Yeah, Miranda has a sense of humor and she's religious. I mean, she was pretty close to being a religious nut there for a while,” Tucker thoughtfully said of the older woman whom she dearly loved.

“She needs it. Working at the post office you'd be loony tunes without a sense of humor,” Mrs. Murphy said.

“Why?”

“Tucker, it's a federal building. That means it belongs to the American people and anyone can come and go. If you work for the post office you have to deal with whoever walks through that door. It's not like a lawyer's office or doctor's office where they can throw you out if you don't belong,” the pretty tiger cat explained.

“They can throw you out if you're a nuisance,” Tucker rejoined.

“There go half the people in Crozet.” Pewter led the others in another giggle fit.

Inside the Giant Clam, whose real name was University Hall, usually referred to as “U-Hall,” people settled down to enjoy themselves. Perhaps they wouldn't get giggle fits like Mrs. Murphy, Pewter, and Tucker, but they were primed for a good time.

Just coming in out of the weather produced a feeling of well-being.

Tonight's opponent, Clemson, was in a rebuilding year so the UVA women's basketball team wasn't too stressed. Yet those were the very opponents that Coach Ryan worried about. Never take anyone for granted. Prepare for each and every game.

Harry believed in Coach Ryan and her philosophy, as did many of the season-ticket holders. Harry sat behind the home team's bench about halfway up the first section, a seat she renewed every year. Harry had little in the way of discretionary income and her three horses took up most of that, but her basketball seat meant a great deal to her.

Her ex-husband and friend, Fair Haristeen, DVM, sat next to her in his seasonal seat. Next to him sat Jim Sanburne, the mayor of Crozet, and his wife, Big Mim, the Queen of Crozet. On Mim's other side sat her aunt Tally, well into her nineties and fanatically determined not to miss a basketball game—or anything else for that matter.

In the row directly behind them sat Matthew Crickenberger and his family, his wife and two boys aged ten and twelve. To the left of Matthew sat the Tuckers: Ned, Susan, and Brooks. Danny, their son, was in his first year at Cornell, so his seat had been taken by Hayden McIntyre's new partner in the practice, Bill Langston. However, Bill was just moving into Crozet, so he wouldn't be at the games until next week. Hayden, a thoughtful man despite his directness which is never seen as thoughtful in the South, had purchased the seat from the Tuckers, hoping it would help ease the young, unmarried doctor into the community. He'd asked Deputy Cynthia Cooper to the game tonight but she had to work the late shift at the Sheriff's Department.

Tracy Raz, Miranda's beau, reffed the game with Josef P. The P stood for Pontiakowski—a bit difficult for the inhabitants of such an English place as Charlottesville, so everyone called him “Josef P.”

Miranda sat opposite her friends on the other side of the basketball court. She had a very good seat provided by the school for the spouse or friend of the referee. She particularly enjoyed it because she could observe her buddies.

She watched them screaming and hollering because Clemson pulled themselves together and it turned into a tight, fast-paced game. She saw H. H. Donaldson, his wife, Anne, a professor at UVA, and their twelve-year-old daughter, Cameron, who sat in front of Harry, H.H. being one seat to her right, all stand up and clap and stomp in unison to cheer on Virginia. Fred Forrest bellowed the loudest. As he was rows behind Harry and friends, his volume disturbed them little. His assistant at work, Mychelle Burns, a petite, pixieish African-American, was with him. She hollered as much as Fred.

In his late thirties, H.H. was a driven man. Like Fred, H.H. plumbed new depths at sporting events. If Hayden McIntyre was direct, H.H. was plain rude at times. Everyone chalked this up to the fact that he had been born on the wrong side of the tracks and had a chip on his shoulder. Anne and Cameron were lovely, which helped to mitigate H.H.'s mouth.

“Go inside! Go inside!” H.H. yelled at the top of his not inconsiderable lungs.

BoomBoom Craycroft sat two rows behind Harry. She was thrilled the game was close because next to her sat Blair Bainbridge and his date, Little Mim Sanburne. BoomBoom hadn't ever dated Blair, a handsome international model, but she figured she'd get around to it. BoomBoom felt she was entitled to any man whom she found marginally interesting. Since she believed most men were interested in her, and most were, she moved on her own schedule. Now that Blair was dating Little Mim, BoomBoom's nose was out of joint. It wasn't so much that she had to have him, it was just that she hadn't had him. To make matters worse, she didn't have a date for the game because she figured Blair would be there. She hadn't realized his relationship with Little Mim was proceeding. Up until the Clemson game, Big Mim, Little Mim's mother, hadn't paid much attention, either. She was now.

The Clemson center, Jessie Raynor, a six-foot-three-inch girl, was well coordinated—a lot of times those big people aren't. She shot straight up in the air over the head of the girl guarding her, Tammy Girond, and with a flick of the wrist dropped a three-pointer right through the net.

“Oh no!” Harry screamed along with the other Virginia fans.

Tie ball game.

Tracy and Josef, both dripping with sweat, had run as far and as hard as the girls. It had been a clean game up until now, when Tammy, in frustration, pushed Jessie, the Clemson forward, flat on her face.

Josef blew his whistle. He called a personal foul on Tammy Girond. She doubled up her fist in his face and he threw her out of the game. Everyone was on their feet, both benches, all the spectators.

Jessie walked to the foul line and sunk both of her shots.

Tracy Raz tossed the ball to Frizz Barber, so named because of her hair, as she waited behind the end line.

With six seconds left on the clock, the moment was drenched in tension. Frizz quickly passed to her teammate Jenny Ingersoll. The Clemson players, woman-to-woman on defense, bottled up the Virginia players. Jenny, with time leaking out, dribbled two steps to her right, the Clemson player guarding her closely. Then she stopped, spun left and lifted both feet up off the ground, taking her shot. It bounced high off the rim. Jessie Raynor, hands high over her head, jumped up, snagging the ball. The buzzer sounded. End of game.

The Clemson bench emptied, the girls piling on top of one another. What an upset!

The noise from the crowd diminished as though someone had turned down the volume dial on the radio. The Virginia players, crestfallen, crossed the court with Coach Ryan. She shook the hand of the Clemson coach as the girls shook the hands of their now-recovered opponents. Respect reflected on the Virginia players' faces. They'd never take Clemson for granted again. They'd just learned the wisdom of Coach Ryan exhorting them to never, ever underestimate an opponent.

The crowd finally remembered their manners and politely applauded the Clemson team. As the players retired to the locker rooms, quiet fans filed out.

It was mid-season. The teams in the conference were all getting better, together. As the crowd shuffled down the circular halls, they discussed the toughness of Clemson and their thoughts on UVA's next game.

Josef P., still in his ref's striped shirt, sprinted out into the parking lot to his car. He opened the door and pulled out a gym bag and as he turned to run back through the sleet, Fred Forrest stopped him. He was by himself, as Mychelle had hurried to her car on the other side of the lot.

“You cost us the game, asshole!”

Matthew Crickenberger, passing on the way to his car, stopped. “Hey, that's enough of that.”

“Don't you tell me what to do. You're the last person who should tell me what to do,” Fred sneered.

“What are you going to do, Fred, fine me for being off a quarter of an inch on an access ramp?” Matthew said but with some geniality.

Josef shivered in the sleet as Fred stepped in his path. H.H. came up, having sent his family to the station wagon.

“I'll do whatever I want!” Fred, adrenaline still pumping after the game, shouted. “You'd better remember that.” He pointed his finger at H.H. “You, too. Bunch of rich assholes. And you, asshole”—Fred suffered from an attenuated vocabulary—“make a call like that in a playoff and you're dead.”

“Go on,” Matthew said to Josef as he stepped in front of Fred to block him from taking a swing at Josef. “For Chrissake, Fred, it's only a game.”

Josef ran, shivering, back to U-Hall. By now a crowd had gathered around, including Harry, BoomBoom, Fair, Big Mim, Jim, Little Mim, Blair, and others. Aunt Tally sulked in Big Mim's Bentley but her niece refused to allow her to stand in the worsening weather.

The animals, awakened by the slamming of doors, watched. They heard bits and snatches of the fuss, which was a row down from their truck.

Then Fred surveyed his audience. “It's not just a game. Basketball is life.” He spit on the ground next to H.H.'s shoe.

“Crude.” Blair towered over Fred.

“Drop dead,” Fred snarled up at the handsome face.

“It's bad sportsmanship, Fred, and you ought to be ashamed of yourself.” H.H. was disgusted.

“Who are you to talk? You crawled over the old Miller and Rhoads building when Matthew wasn't there. Trying to figure out how to run with the big dogs.”

H.H., a little raw on the subject of competition with Matthew, swung at Fred, hitting him square in the gut.

Fred doubled over. Fair Haristeen, strong as an ox, quickly grabbed H.H. from behind, and walking him backwards, pulled him to the family station wagon.

Fred, helped to his feet by Matthew, screamed after him, “I will get you! You'd better be perfect because I'm going to make your life miserable!”

“That's enough, Fred.” Matthew was disgusted with the wiry middle-aged inspector.

“Asshole,” Fred snarled at Matthew then stalked off.

“What a jerk!” Little Mim shook her head, scattering snowflakes. The sleet was turning to snow.

“Don't use slang, dear, it's so common,” her mother, wrapped in mink, her second best coat for winter, said sotto voce.

“Oh, Mother.” Little Mim turned her shoulder to her mother, slipped her hand in Blair's. “Let's go to Oxo, shall we?”

Mim glared as her daughter sauntered off. Then she turned to Harry standing next to her. “Think twice before having children.”

“I'll be sure to be married first.” Harry tried to lighten the moment.

“There is that.” Big Mim exhaled, then looked skyward. “We'd better all get home before the sleet that's underneath all this turns to ice.”

“Already has, honeybun, already has.” Big Jim returned his attention to his wife after watching Fair deposit a resisting H.H. in his car.

“Really, Little Mim shouldn't be out in this. The roads will only get worse.”

“Blair took his four-wheel-drive, honeybun. He'll get her home safe and sound.”

Big Mim said nothing but headed to the Bentley, her husband in tow. She'd have a word with her daughter tomorrow.

Fair rejoined Harry and BoomBoom, an interesting moment since one was his ex-wife and the other his ex-lover. Life in a small town is filled with such moments and everyone either adjusts to them or gets out. If you got in a huff and declared yourself not on speaking terms, you'd soon wind up with no one to talk to and that would never do. People had to accommodate the messiness of life.

“Ladies, can I take you both out for a drink?”

“No, thanks, I want to get home before the roads get worse. Mim's right and I know I sound like a wuss, but I hate it when it gets like this.” Harry bowed out.

“Me, too,” BoomBoom agreed.

Fair, disappointed because he'd wanted to see Harry, said, “Next game. Rain check or rather, sleet check.” He laughed.

Harry thought a moment. “Why not?”

BoomBoom replied. “Yes, I think it would be—fun.”

BoomBoom's affair with Fair Haristeen had occurred during his separation from Harry, or so she declared. It provoked Harry to file for the divorce. Fair, then in his early thirties, had been going through a crisis. Whether it was midlife, masculinity, or whatever, it was a crisis and it cost him his marriage, something he deeply regretted. BoomBoom, not one to take relationships with men seriously, tired of the tall, blond, handsome vet soon enough. Her conventional beauty and flirtatiousness always brought her another man, or men, which was perhaps why she didn't take relationships seriously. Oh, she always wanted to be on the arm of either a handsome man or a rich one, preferably both, but she never thought of men as much more than a means to an end; that end being comfort, luxury, and hopefully pleasure.

As she matured into her late thirties, she was starting to rethink this position.

Harry, on the other hand, had given her heart and soul to Fair. When the relationship unraveled she was devastated. It took her years to recover, although on the surface she seemed okay. Naturally, Fair's apology and desire to win her back helped this process but she was in no hurry to return to him. She was wondering if maybe BoomBoom didn't have the right attitude about men: use them before they use you. Yet it wasn't really in Harry's nature to be that way about people, and at the bottom of it she didn't differentiate between men and women. People were people and morals didn't come in neatly wrapped gender packages. Living an upright life was difficult for anybody. Once she realized that she did forgive Fair, she wasn't sure she could ever be in love with him again.

She rather hoped she would fall in love again, if not with Fair then with somebody, but somehow it didn't seem so important as it once was. Losing Fair turned out to be one of the best things that had ever happened to her. She was forced to fall back on her own internal resources, to question conventional wisdom.

As each party repaired to their vehicle, Miranda and Tracy Raz emerged from the gym. Tracy, freshly showered after the game, had his arm tightly wrapped around his treasure, Miranda.

Harry waved to them. “See you tomorrow.”

Seeing Miranda happy made her happy. She now knew that's what love really was, joy in another person's existence.

She certainly took joy in Mrs. Murphy, Pewter, and Tucker, who greeted her as she opened the door to the 1978 Ford truck.

“Some game, huh, Mom?” Tucker wagged her nonexistent tail.

“We heard the word ‘asshole' quite a lot,” Pewter giggled; she'd had the giggles all day.

“'Cause Fred Forrest is one.” Mrs. Murphy pronounced judgment. “Karma.”

“You ate a communion wafer and you believe in karma?” Tucker feigned shock as Harry closed the door, started the engine and the heater.

“You all are so talkative. Must have missed me.” Harry smiled.

“We're having a religious discussion,” Pewter answered. “Can you believe in ideas from different religions?”

“No, that's what Tucker's talking about. Probably suffering a spasm of guilt after eating so many communion wafers. Dogs are such pigs.” Mrs. Murphy paused. “I said ‘karma' because Fred Forrest will sow what he has reaped.”

“She must be a very Holy Dog.” Pewter leaned against the corgi.
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The snow fell steadily but roads were passable the next day thanks to the new yellow snowplows the state had purchased. The major arteries had multiple plows continually pushing the snow off into ever-growing banks. Even the smaller roads like Routes 250 and 240, the main roads into Crozet, had at least one major machine keeping them clear.

Then, too, just about everyone out in the country owned a four-wheel-drive vehicle. It was folly not to have one. Those huge gas-guzzling boats so out of place in the city were a godsend in the country.

Rob Collier, delivering the mail sacks from the main post office on Route 29 in Charlottesville, stamped his feet. “Not bad.”

Harry glanced up at the big clock, which read seven-thirty.

“Hello!” Miranda breezed in through the back door. “Rob, you're out bright and early.”

“I always am. Hey, I hear you all may be getting a new building.”

Miranda waved him off. “I've heard that since 1952.”

“Might do it this time. You girls are getting cramped in here.” He tipped his baseball hat and left.

“That would be nice, a bigger place to play in,” Mrs. Murphy thought.

“Leave well enough alone. Why spend the money?” Tucker replied.

“Because the way human government works is they have to spend the money, otherwise they'll squander it somewhere else. Talk about stupid. Every department has its budget and the money has to be spent. Humans are crazy,” said Pewter.

As if picking up on Pewter's sentiment about humans being crazy, Harry pulled the mailbags back behind the mailboxes. “Did Josef tell Tracy about what happened in the parking lot?”

“Indeed he did. What's the matter with Fred? There's no call for acting like that.”

“You should have seen H.H. and Matthew when he threatened to take it out on them. And every other word out of his mouth was ‘asshole.' I couldn't believe it.” Harry's voice rose.

“Wasn't it a good game, though?”

“Better if we'd won.” Harry flipped up the divider in the counter between the public area and the work area. “Look at it come down. I think it's going to be a bigger storm than the weatherman says.”

“Have you ever noticed once we get on the other side of New Year's the weather does change? Winter.”

“Yeah. Well, the chores have to get done no matter what the weather. God bless the person who invented thermal underwear.”

“It's my feet and hands that get cold. I just hate that.” Miranda rubbed her hands together.

The main topics of conversation for the morning were the weather and the basketball game.

Big Mim opened the door at eleven. “I'm late. Did I miss anything?”

She usually appeared when the doors opened in the morning.

“No. Weather and b-ball. That's the buzz.” Harry leaned over the counter.

Behind her the cats slept on the chair at the small kitchen table. Tucker was curled up on her big beanbag.

“It's just us girls.” Mim sounded conspiratorial. “Tell me, what do you think about my daughter dating Blair?”

“Uh,” Harry stalled.

“It's wonderful.” Miranda came up next to Harry. “Mim, dear, how about a cup of coffee or a hot chocolate?”

“No, thanks. I want to run a few errands while I can get around. If this keeps up, the snow is going to outrun the snowplows.”

“It certainly looks like it.”

“You really think it's a good pairing?”

“It's not what we think. It's what they think,” Miranda replied.

“But he's a model. What kind of prospects does a man like that have now that he's getting older? I know he makes a good living, but, well—”

“He's bright enough. He'll find something to do. He's made some shrewd investments. Remember, he's got Tetotan Partnership.”

“Oh, that. All those wells in western Albemarle County. Well, that may pan out for him and that may not. I've heard about the water table until I'm blue in the face and I've heard about the new reservoir being built for thirty years and it's not built yet. Kind of like the rumors about a new post office.”

“Oh, you heard that, too?” Harry said.

“These rumors recur like malaria. The one thing I will say for Blair is when he first went into Tetotan he had the brains to have H. Vane Tempest for a partner and H. Vane doesn't make too many mistakes. Of course, Blair made the mistake.”

Mim alluded to an affair that Blair had with his former partner's wife about three years ago.

“Nobody's perfect,” Harry lightheartedly replied just as Herb burst through the door.

At one time in her life, Harry might have been censorious about an affair but she'd grown up. She realized quite literally that nobody is perfect, including herself.

“Ladies. Oh, Harry, before I forget, quick meeting about the flooring. Won't take long. Tomorrow night, weather permitting.”

“Fine.”

Pewter opened one eye. “Wonder if he found the wafers?”

“Don't ask. Don't tell.” Mrs. Murphy rolled on her side.

“Wasn't that a contretemps in the parking lot last night?” Herb shook his head. “And Fred will get them. Remember when I extended the gardening shed next to the garage? A fourteen-by-ten building and he said it wasn't up to code. He cost me five hundred dollars. He's impossible. I wouldn't give you a nickel for H.H.'s or Matthew's peace of mind until Fred gets over this.”

“Or is mollified,” Big Mim sarcastically said.

“That's the problem. He can't be mollified. He takes offense at any kindness. Everything is a bribe in his mind. And Matthew's finishing up a big project and about to start another. H.H. is busy, too. There will be hell to pay, forgive the expression.” He smiled a lopsided smile.

“There's a game Friday. Let's see what happens then,” Miranda said.

“Well, that's the whole thing, isn't it? Intimidation.” Herb slipped the key in his brass mailbox. “He's intimidated Josef.”

“He won't intimidate Tracy.” Miranda winked.

“Fred lives and breathes women's basketball ever since his daughter played for UVA,” Harry mentioned. “Guess she's doing pretty good as assistant coach out at University of Missouri.”

“He can just move to Columbia.” Miranda laughed, mentioning the location of the University of Missouri.

“Say, anyone met Hayden McIntyre's new partner?” Herb asked.

“I think he flies in today.” Harry looked out the window. “Then again, he might not be here until tomorrow.”

“That's my guess. I bet there are people tied up in airports along the East Coast. The Right Coast.” Miranda smiled.

“As opposed to the Left Coast.” Harry enjoyed batting ideas and phrases with Miranda.

“Gold Coast. That's Florida.” Herb sorted his mail.

Big Mim opened her mailbox. Like Herb she pitched unwanted advertisements and junk mail into the wastebasket.

“Mim, that was a three-pointer.” Herb teased her.

As he left, Pewter whispered, “He hasn't found it. He would have said something.”

“We're safe. He'll never know it was us.” Mrs. Murphy wished she could be there when he did find the chewed-up wafer box.

“He might not know but Mom could figure it out.” Tucker had confidence in Harry's deductive abilities.

“Never. She'd never believe she had pagan pets.” Mrs. Murphy laughed so loud she rolled off the chair and embarrassed herself to the hilarity of the others.

As she was picking herself up off the floor, trying to salvage her dignity, H.H. walked in.

“Ladies.”

“Hi, H.H.,” they replied.

He opened his box, took out his mail, then came to the counter, propping both elbows on it. “Miranda, I'm on the horns of a dilemma. Just can't make up my mind.”

The older woman came over to the other side of the counter, her dark orange sweater casting a warm light on her face. “Well, you could flip a coin.”

“Works for me.” Harry laughed.

He tilted his head, light streaks of gray already appearing at his temples. “This dilemma is bigger than that. It's not so much right and wrong. I'd hope I'd choose right. It's more like,” he paused, “right versus right.”

“Ah yes, that is difficult.” Miranda rapped her fingertips on the counter. “‘Give thy servant therefore an understanding mind.' ” She stopped short. “Have a better one: ‘And the spirit of the Lord shall rest upon him, the spirit of wisdom and understanding, the spirit of counsel and might, the spirit of knowledge and of the fear of the Lord,' Isaiah, chapter eleven, verse two.”

“I knew you'd dispense your wisdom.”

“Not my wisdom. The Good Book's.”

Harry folded an empty mail sack. “If there were a TV game show on biblical knowledge, Miranda would win.”

“Go on.” She waved off Harry.

“I believe she's right.” H.H. spoke to Miranda. “I'll reflect on what you've quoted.”

“I can quote.” Harry grinned.

“This I've got to hear.” H.H. squared his mail, tapping it on the counter.

“‘Between two evils I choose the one I haven't tried before.' Mae West.”

H.H. laughed as he headed for the door. “I'll tell that to Anne.”

“You are awful.” Miranda shook her head as the door clicked shut.

“Hey, if you're going to dispense virtue, I'll dispense vice just to keep things equal.”

“How about vice versa?” Miranda winked.

“Touché.” Harry laughed.
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