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Chapter One

When I heard Crazy Reba's voice on the phone I knew immediately something was wrong. Really wrong. My first thought was where in the world did Reba ever get a cell phone? The homeless and street sleepers like Reba weren't flush with extra cash (if any) each month. Maybe somebody had given her one of those phones where you buy the minutes up front. A phone for her own protection. Some kind person, the thought of which made me feel bad since I had not been the one to think of it. Any other place I might have thought of a cell phone for safety. Protection for all kinds of things. But Littleboro? Not
my
Littleboro. Except these days it wasn't safe to be alone and on the looseÂ â€¦ even in Littleboro.

“Miss Beth,” Reba said. “You gotta come.” Then she started crying.

“What?” I said. “What's wrong? Where are you?”

Reba must have seen a loose cell phone somewhere and simply taken it. Somebody's dresser. She was in and out of a lot of houses in Littleboro, mostly at will. Or maybe it was from one of the stores downtown. The library? Somebody somewhere simply laid their cell phone down for a minute, turned their back and Reba must have said to herself, “Hotdadaluck, found my cell phone.”

“Miss Beth,” Reba said again. “You gotta come.” Then she cried louder.

“Where are you?” I handed the Dixie Dew latest reservations printout to Ida Plum, who, hearing my end of the conversation, raised one eyebrow and shook her head no. She was saying don't. Don't you go getting involved in this. Remember how you almost got yourself killed poking your nose where it doesn't belong. Ida Plum's motto was “Curiosity killed the cat and it could kill you.”

“He's dead,” Reba said. “You gotta come.”

“Who?” I hoped Reba wouldn't drop the phone and walk off, get distracted by something or someone, forget she even had a cell phone

“God.” Reba snuffled. “God is dead.”

“Whoa,” I said. “Repeat that.” I didn't think I heard what I'd heard.

Ida Plum leaned closer to my shoulder, listened, then shook her head side to side and walked away. As if all this was too crazy for her and what was the world coming to?

“Calm down,” I said. This had to be the same God that Reba was marrying. The one the whole town had been coerced into helping plan a wedding for that nobody in their right mind believed would ever happen. Who would marry Reba? And did marrying God mean she was going into a convent? Where
was
the nearest convent? And Lord knows they sure wouldn't take Reba. Five minutes into an interview and they'd know this flower child gone to seed was not a candidate for nunhood. For a month Reba had been talking about being a June bride. Pure imagination, but with Reba you didn't argue. You didn't want to upset her. It was best to just go along. The whole town went along with her like a petted child. It was easier to indulge Rebaâ€”she had so few needsâ€”than argue or go around her.

“You gotta come
now,
” Reba said.

“Where? Where are you?” I grabbed my purse, fished out my car keys. “Hang on,” I said. “Tell me real slow. Where are you?”

“The green one. Down the road from the green one.”

Did she mean Motel 3? Out by the Interstate? Or the four-lane road us locals refer to as “the Interstate”? Green? The motel that was now Al and Andy's? Al was Allison, Andy was Andrea. It used to be Mr. and Mrs. Pinkston's, a real mom-and-pop operation. Now it was half under renovation. A room or two open for business, the rest of the units still in skeleton shape with stark two-by-fours standing, old bits of drywall hanging from walls being pushed down, no doors. Piles and small mountains of rubble to be leveled and probably fill dirt brought in, added on top. What a mess. Last time I noticed, a bulldozer was running back and forth on the scene. All the units but two were open to the air. Had Reba been in one of the finished units?

“I'm coming,” I told her. “Try to calm down.”

“You gonna call anybody?” Ida Plum asked. She stood between me and the back door.

“If you mean who I think you mean, of course not. Would you? Let me check this out first.”

Ida Plum was my right hand at the Dixie Dew Bed-and-Breakfast. My wise woman, level thinker, practical friend who tried her dead level best to keep me on track. Keep me safe.

“I don't want Ossie DelGardo and his buddies laughing their heads off down at the barber shop at my latest misstep,” I continued. “I'm not opening that door.” I'd be the joke of the week, maybe joke of the month or year here in Littleboro if this turned out to be some nightmare Reba had while she was sleeping in the woods and I'd had the nerve to disturb Littleboro's finest, our trained professional police chief, over nothing, some wild-goose chase taking his “valuable” time. I would not subject myself to his amusement.

After all, this could be nothing. With Crazy Reba you never knew what was real and what she imagined.

Reba could have found a stray dog and named it God. Who knew? Reba was the kind to remember that old childhood thing about “god” being “dog” spelled backwards and think dogs were meant to be named “god.” Who knew how someone like Reba thought? Of course, she had been walking around for a couple months sporting a diamond big enough to choke a horse saying God gave it to her. Except we all knew a rock that big was pure glass Reba must have picked up at some yard sale or the Dollar Store. Or got it out of one of those gum machines.

I walked past Ida Plum to the driveway, cranked Lady Bug, my yellow Volkswagen beetle, pulled onto Main Street and drove through a downtown Littleboro that was empty as a movie set. Only one car at the car wash on a Saturday morning.

I drove past Juanita's Kut and Kurl, which she had recently changed the name to Kurl Up and Dye. I was sure Ossie DelGardo, her most recent “intended,” had something to do with the name change. It sounded like an Ossie idea to me.

I drove past the Betts Brothers' Fine Flowers for Fine Folks. They did all the funerals in Littleboro, North Carolina. We didn't have all that many dinner parties to decorate, so the enterprising Ronnie and Robert Betts had put a little gift shop area in what used to be the dining room of the big white house they inherited from their great-aunt Flonnie. They went to floral conventions and stocked up on greeting cards, knickknacks and just plain stuff, all of which you could do without, but sometimes ended up with to mark an occasion. Their yellow cat, Bella, sat on the front porch, washing herself.

A hand-lettered
YARD SALE
sign was propped on the front lawn of a blue-and-white corner house that time and weather had washed down to gray. A few cars were strung along Main Street, but it was early still.

Fridays and Saturdays were yard sale days. Tag sales were held in the better neighborhoods where people hired Tom Jenkins and company to clean out, arrange and tag everything from a spinet piano to wheelbarrows and hedge trimmers. Jenkins did estate sales. Yard sales were a couple notches below and what you found came from an attic, storeroom or some closet. I liked both kinds.

I didn't have to drive far on the Interstate before I saw a huge white moving-van-type truck in the pull-off picnic area. A woman was bent over a man sprawled across the picnic table.

I parked, opened my car door and heard Reba crying as if her heart would break. She cradled the man's head to her cheek and patted his face. “God won't wake up,” she said. “Wake up. Wake up, honey.”

If this was the God she was marrying, then he was real all right. For anybody who had ever doubted his existence, here he was. In the flesh. Right beside the Interstate. And he had a red beard. His scrawny stick arms were covered with tattoos. Not the God I had somehow pictured all my life, the one with the booming voice like thunder and lightning that would strike and sizzle me to bacon when I did something wrong. So fearful was I that it made me almost a Goody Two-Shoes, a real Miss Prissy.

This God was not even Jesus, whose picture I had seen in the church of my childhood. The Jesus of the dark skin, beard and blue eyes. I'd been startled then to see the blue eyes. Who knew Jesus had blue eyes? And what color were the eyes of God who was always watching? I remembered asking my grandmother, Margaret Alice, if God was watching when I went to the bathroom. Saw me naked in the tub. She had just rolled her eyes, kissed me on the forehead and given me a sample of something sweet and warm from the oven.
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