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Summary  
 
A short story involving our favorite gal Tali Catesé 
 
Excerpt  
 
òJ.T. took off for Lake Texoma this morning. Iõm tied up with dispatch and I 

just got a call from Emma Love reporting a suspicious ca r out by the water 

plant.ó 

 I held the phone as if it would bite. òCanõt Jake. handle it?  You know 

how busy I am today and itõs not as if I work for the sheriff.ó 

 When the phone woke me up at five that morning I groaned and 

turned over. Iõd worked on parade floats until three in the morning. Whatever it 

was, I didnõt want to hear it. 

 Fayrene continued. òMaryleeõs in the last stage of labor and Jake wonõt 

budge from the hospital. Besides, youõve helped out JT before, especially with 

Emma, who doesnõt like men.ó 

 òChoice?ó I asked.  

 Fayrene laughed. òHeõs in jail, literally. He went to a club in Dallas last 

night and . . . .ó 
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Pretty Poison 
  
 
 

 Fayreneõs voice tore off the top of my head through the phone. òHey, Tali. 

Girlfriend, do you have a prob lem.ó Sheõs our Mayorõs wife and part time 

dispatcher for the Sheriffõs office.  

 òJ.T. took off for Lake Texoma this morning. Iõm tied up with dispatch and I 

just got a call from Emma Love reporting a suspicious car out by the water 

plant.ó 

 I held the ph one as if it would bite. òCanõt Jake handle it?  You know how 

busy I am today and itõs not as if I work for the sheriff.ó 

 When the phone woke me up at five that morning I groaned and turned 

over. Iõd worked on parade floats until three in the morning. Whatever it was, I 

didnõt want to hear it. 

 Fayrene continued. òMaryleeõs in the last stage of labor and Jake wonõt 

budge from the hospital. Besides, youõve helped out JT before, especially with 

Emma, who doesnõt like men.ó 

 òChoice?ó I asked.  
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 Fayrene laugh ed. òHeõs in jail, literally. He went to a club in Dallas last night 

and . . . .ó 

 òI donõt want to know. Howõs Emma?ó 

 òBlowing and going about terrorists and her grandsonõs water plant, kids in 

her organic garden.ó 

 òAll right. Iõll go. Just pray I get back in time for the parade kick off.ó 

 I love holidays in Love, Texas. I especially like our parade, the Biggest Little 

Christmas Day Extravaganza in Texas, or at least in Love County. So as parade 

chairman, I had a vested interest in the eventõs success. I didnõt have time for 

Emmaõs paranoia. I threw on jeans and a jacket and left. 

 I headed out bumpy Farm Market road 1187, wishing Iõd brought my truck 

instead of the red Impala, and almost ran down Emma, who was out in the road 

in front of her house, hopp ing mad. Surprisingly enough, at 90, she could and did 

move like a bird, with quick, decisive movements.  

 òNow Tali Cates, donõt you waste your time hanging around here for my 

chocolate chip cookies. You go on out there to the plant and arrest that hussy 

before she does something. Sheõs been hanging around since before dawn and 

was still there when I came out to fill the bird feeder.ó 

òEmma, what if sheõs just looking around, at the scenery?ó 
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òShe doesnõt belong around here with her fancy clothes and expensive car. 

And you know no tourist is about to be taking pictures of the water plant. Take 

my word, that hussyõs up to no good. Now git.ó 

òYes, Maõam.ó  When Emma spoke, everyone jumped. Sheõd been the O.B. 

nurse at our local hospital for over 60 years and had delivered almost everyone 

in town. The county was named after her great grandpa.  

I drove on down to the plant, windows open since the day felt more like 

May than December. Sweat dripping down my back didnõt improve my mood. A 

red Infiniti sat, trunk op en, directly in front of the plant, as if daring anyone to 

object. A shapely blonde in a tight white dress straightened up from the open 

trunk. She slammed it shut just as I came to a stop next to her.  

òWhy, hello.ó  She looked me over. òCan I help you?ó 

òTali Cates. And I was just going to ask you the same thing. Can I help you 

find something, someone, some place?  Our water plant is nice and clean but not 

usually a tourist attraction.ó 

She stuck out her hand. òIõm Cassandra Chastain and Iõm just looking 

around your lovely area here and taking some pictures of a rare bird, the Plains 

Wanderer, for a nature magazine.õ  She handed me a press pass with picture I.D. 

and opened the trunk to show me her camera, which looked impressive on its 

tripod. She also had  some plants in the trunk of the car, big ones with giant 

leaves like Iõd seen around the fence in Emmaõs yard. 
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òIõm also gathering some native greenery for my yard at home,ó she said, 

noting my interest in the trunk contents. òThe birds like plenty of cover and I love 

the fresh ground up beans for my salad. Can you point the way back to town?  I 

thought Iõd also take some shots of your Christmas celebration. I saw banners 

everywhere and I just adore quaint, small town rituals.  

 Common sense says no one tra mps around on unpaved roads taking nature 

photos wearing a white dress and high heels. But maybe I was being sexist in my 

own way. I pointed the woman toward town and watched her drive away, 

ignoring the nagging feeling Iõd missed something. 

 I filled in E mma, who snorted in disgust and stomped into her yard, 

mumbling something about young people just donõt know any of the important 

things these days.  

 By then it was 8am and I had to be on the float by 9:30. I had to change 

clothes, put on make -up and the c ostume after I called Fayrene.  

On my way by the post office I noticed a wanted poster, one that looked 

way too much like the woman in white. I tried to put the thought out of my head 

too.  

I, to my horror, had been picked to portray Lady Liberty, while Emma  was 

justice. So there I stood, torch in hand, trying to keep my balance as we rocked 

down Main on Larry Martinõs old flat bed trailer.  
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 Emma sat, holding her scales and watching the crowd. I saw gathering 

clouds and wondered if my torch would attract lig htening.  

 òThat woman was lying you know. You should have arrested her right then. 

I bet she was going to poison the water and weõd all die. Iõd have sworn you 

knew better, child.ó 

 òEmma. I canõt ask the sheriff to arrest people because they donõt look right, 

can I?ó 

 òYour Daddy did and he was sheriff a good long time. I know you have his 

brains but you donõt use them some times. Too much college, I think. Look!  

There she is.ó 

 Emma pointed and I looked. Sure enough, there was White -dress, snapping 

away on the edge of the street, only her camera pointed upward at the water 

tower, not at the parade.  

 I threw down my torch, hiked up the long dress and leaped off the truck, 

running as I hit the ground. Luckily I wore my boots and jeans under the toga.  

 The w oman saw me coming and ran. One of her high heels broke just as 

my long skirt tripped me in the middle of a flying tackle and we landed in a heap. 

I knocked the small pistol out of her hand, just as J.T. arrived to cuff her. I didnõt 

want to know how she h id her gun under that tight dress.  

 After the parade, I talked to Emma. òLook, I found out she was wanted 

when I saw her picture at the department, plus she had a RAP sheet long as a 
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Texas summer. Sheõs wanted in three states for suspected terrorist activities. But 

how did you know?ó 

 òWell, you would have too if youõd just pay attention. Remember those 

plants you said the hussy was going to use for salads?  Those are Castor Beans. 

Why do you think I keep all the kids from playing in my yard?  They make a 

w onderful lush green border for my garden but two of the beans will kill you if 

you eat them.ó 

 òAnd that bird you said she was photographing. The Prairie Wanderer lives 

in Australia and only comes out at night. It would be major news if one was 

running aro und North Texas, in daylight.ó 

 Everyone said the parade was the best ever, what with all the excitement. 

As for me, I can do without that much action but Iõll sure be picking Emmaõs 

brains about plants and birds from now on.  
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